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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
 
This study examines the novel Pigeon English by the English writer Stephen Kelman. The aim of this thesis is to study how belonging to a 
place or a community is realized in the novel. In addition, the thesis studies the protagonist’s identity performance and the performance 
of belonging to the various groups in the novel. 
 
The main theoretical concepts of this study are performativity and belonging. The theory section begins with a genre definition of the 
novel and suggests that it can be studied as a representation of blackness in Britain and as a multicultural novel. Following this, the 
concepts of diaspora, belonging and performativity are under scrutiny. These concepts are studied from the point of view of the 
individual as well as community, since communities are the sites where individuals perform their belonging. 
 
Belonging to a place or a community can become muddled as a result of immigration and in such a situation one has to change the 
customary mode of behavior in order to achieve the feeling of belonging.  At this point the concept of performativity becomes useful. 
Performativity basically means that a person’s identity and the social environment in which their identity is realized are products of a 
performance. In this thesis performativity is extended to cover also belonging to a place or a group, and I suggest that belonging to a 
group is performatively constructed.  
 
The novel was analyzed in terms of its description of nation, community and identity. The nation, while not in the foreground in the 
novel, is presented as an active yet ineffective agent. Belonging to the nation seems easy, but the ways to perform it are many, which 
causes problems. 
 
The different communities presented in the novel, namely the family, the peer group and the gang, all seem to have their own set of 
rules that regulate the group members’ behaviour. The relationships between the family members seem to have changed to some degree 
in the novel. The state of fragmentation that the family is in can be read as a metaphor of the social environment the family has entered. 
 
In the case of the protagonist’s circle of friends belonging is easiest, because the rules of existence are made visible and they change only 
on mutual agreement, but in the case of the gang, the opposite seems to be the case. The gang is highly ranked on the social scale and it 
seems to operate outside the other communities of the novel. Therefore the rules of the gang are in the hands of the gang members, 
which makes them difficult to grasp. The protagonist admires the gang leader and considers him a role model, but because of his 
transgressive behaviour the gang becomes the biggest threat for the protagonist.  
 
Identity is studied as a result of interpellation and also of independent construction. The realization of the interpellated identities 
depends on who interpellates, in what situation, and for what reason. For example, the identity interpellated by the gang leader cannot 
become true because the protagonist cannot perform it as required. In addition, the protagonist’s independent construction of identity, 
based on his admiration of an older boy who was killed previously, is in conflict with the gang’s wishes. As a result, the protagonist’s 
relationship with the gang turns more problematic leading to his death. 
 
The analysis reveals that despite his best efforts, the protagonist is unable to perform his identity appropriately in order to belong to the 
various groups of his new environment. 
 
The final section of the thesis presents the conclusions of this study and points out possible further avenues for the study of the novel. 
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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
 
Pro gradu-työssäni tutkin englantilaisen kirjailijan Stephen Kelmanin romaania Pigeon English. Tutkimukseni tarkoituksena on selvittää, 
miten tunne paikkaan tai yhteisöön kuulumisesta saavutetaan romaanissa. Lisäksi pyrkimyksenäni on tutkia päähenkilön identiteetin 
performanssia ja erinäisiin romaanissa esiintyviin yhteisöihin kuulumisen performanssia.  
 
Tutkimukseni keskeisimmät teoreettiset käsitteet ovat performatiivisuus ja tiettyyn paikkaan tai yhteisöön kuuluminen. Työn teoriaosuus 
alkaa romaanin genren määrittelyllä, ja ehdotan että sitä voisi tutkia niin esityksenä mustasta brittiläisestä identiteetistä kuin 
monikulttuurisena tekstinä. Tämän jälkeen siirryin tarkastelemaan diasporan käsitettä, paikkaan ja ryhmään kuulumista sekä 
performatiivisuutta niin yksilön kuin yhteisönkin kannalta, sillä yksilöt muodostavat yhteisöjä, joihin kuulumista yksilöt performoivat.  
   
Tunne paikkaan tai ryhmään kuulumisesta voi maastamuuton seurauksena hankaloitua ja yksilön on tällaisessa tapauksessa muutettava 
tavanomaista toimintaansa, jotta tunne kuulumisesta syntyisi. Tämän ymmärtämisessä performatiivisuuden käsitteestä voi olla apua. 
Performatiivisuudella tarkoitetaan yksinkertaisimmillaan sitä, että yksilön identiteetti ja sosiaalinen ympäristö, jossa identiteettiä 
todennetaan, luodaan performanssissa. Tutkimuksessani olen laajentanut performatiivisuuden koskemaan myös paikkaan tai ryhmään 
kuulumista ja väitän, että ryhmään kuuluminen on performatiivisesti saavutettu tila.  
 
Tutkielmani analyysi on kolmiosainen ja sen kohteina ovat kansakunta, yhteisöt ja identiteetti. Kansakunta on tarinassa taka-alalla, mutta 
se näyttäytyy aktiivisena kansalaisten vartijana ja neuvojana. Vaikka kansakuntaan kuuluminen näyttää helpolta, useat toisistaan 
poikkeavat tavat performoida tätä kuulumista tekevät sen toteuttamisesta haasteellista.  
 
Romaanissa esitellään useita yhteisöjä joista tässä työssä analysoin perhettä, päähenkilön koulutovereita ja kirjassa esiintyvää jengiä. 
Kaikilla näillä ryhmillä on omat keinonsa säädellä jäsentensä toimintaa. Perheen osalta näyttää siltä, että perheenjäsenten väliset suhteet 
ovat muuttuneet elinympäristön muutoksen myötä. Perheen osittainen sirpaloituminen voidaan lukea metaforaksi laajemman yhteisön 
sirpaloitumisesta. 
 
Koulutovereiden osalta voidaan sanoa, että tähän ryhmään kuuluminen on helpointa ja täydellisintä. Syynä tähän on se, että ryhmän 
säännöt ovat ennalta kaikkien ryhmäläisten tiedossa. Lisäksi se, että säännöt muuttuvat yhteisestä päätöksestä vaikuttaa tähän. Jengin 
osalta on taas todettava, että asioiden laita on päinvastainen. Jengi on nuorten keskuudessa sosiaalisesti korkealle arvostettu, ja lisäksi se 
näyttää toimivan muutoinkin muiden yhteisöjen ulkopuolella, joten sen lainalaisuudet ja säännöt ovat ainoastaan jengiläisten 
päätettävissä. Päähenkilö ihailee jengin jäseniä suuresti ja pitää sen johtajaa roolimallinaan, mutta aiheuttaa omalla toiminnallaan sen, että 
jengistä tulee hänelle tarinan edetessä yhä suurempi uhka.  
 
Identiteetin analyysi jakaantui kahteen eri osioon: identiteetti ulkopuolelta annettuna ja identiteetti itsenäisesti rakennuttuna. Ulkopuolelta 
annettujen identiteettien (interpellated identity) analyysi paljasti, että paljon riippuu siitä, keneltä identiteetti tulee, missä tilanteessa ja 
mistä syystä. Esimerkiksi jengin johtajan päähenkilölle antama identiteetti ei voi toteutua sellaisenaan, sillä lopulta hän ei pysty 
performoimaan sitä tarkoitetulla tavalla. Tämän lisäksi päähenkilön itsenäinen identiteetin rakennustyö, jonka perustana on hänen 
tuntemansa kunnioitus tarinassa aiemmin kuollutta vanhempaa poikaa kohtaan, on täysin päinvastainen kuin mitä jengi haluaisi. Tästä 
syystä päähenkilön suhde jengiin muuttuu entistä hankalammaksi ja päättyy lopulta hänen kuolemaansa.  
 
Analyysissa selvisi, että yrityksistään huolimatta päähenkilö ei onnistu luomaan sopivaa identiteetin performanssia kuuluakseen uuden 
elinympäristönsä erinäisiin ryhmiin.  
 
Tutkielmani viimeisessä luvussa teen lyhyen yhteenvedon tutkielman teoriaosiosta ja analyysista ja ehdotan uusia tutkimusnäkökulmia 
romaanin tutkimiseen. Koska Pigeon English on uusi ja vielä vähän tutkittu teos, uusia näkökulmia on useita.      
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Perhaps one of the most fitting phenomena defining the present time is mobility. 
People from different parts of the globe have been forced to migrate, and many 
countries especially in the western world now face a challenge in finding a place for 
the various migrant groups or diasporas. Roger Bromley describes the current 
situation as follows : ”Migration has been seen as the quintessential experience of the 
twentieth century, from south to north and from east to west. The outcome of this 
movement of peoples, this displacement and deterritorialisation, has been the 
formation of diasporic communities and the development of diasporic identities” (7-
8). I would also argue that migration and diaspora as an experience have 
problematized the sense of belonging, which will be one of the key concepts to be 
used in this thesis.  
 
The themes of migration, diaspora and belonging are all central to the novel studied in 
this thesis, Pigeon English (2011), written by the English writer Stephen Kelman. 
What I intend to focus on are the aspects of belonging and their portrayal in the novel. 
To me this seems a viable point to study because there are sections in the novel when 
the role of belonging as something to be accomplished is highlighted. The quote in the 
title of this thesis is one such point. I came to consider the issue of belonging when I 
realised that despite the fact that the protagonist Harri and his sister Lydia have partly 
similar experiences of belonging in their new environment, the differences in their 
behaviour are also brought under the spotlight. These differences stem from the very 
fact that they seem to use different kinds of strategies to fit in. Occasionally this is 
emphasized in the novel: “Lydia: ’That’s different. It’s different for girl, you don’t 
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understand. You need the right friends or they’ll just rough you’” (113). Lydia seems 
to have accepted the norms of her new environment and acts accordingly, whereas 
Harri tests the limits, albeit unknowingly. This has led me to think that there is a 
fundamental difference in the way in which the sister and the brother perform their 
roles, so to speak. Ultimately, my goal is to describe belonging as a performed issue 
by using ideas presented by Judith Butler and other scholars who have dealt with the 
performativity of identity. This goal seems valid because, as Bollobás argues,  
 
[p]erformativity offers a new angle on how we perceive the nature of the 
reality around us and on how we comprehend our becoming who we are. 
It contributes to our understanding of the constructedness of the real and 
the reality of the constructed world, and of how we can know, if at all, 
where the boundaries are. (202)  
 
In the novel Harri thinks that he has a much greater choice in constructing his reality 
and himself than is actually the case, and therefore his performative attempts to adapt 
to his new environment fail. This is because he is unable to see that his is an 
environment that will punish him and everyone else for too apparent subversion of the 
norms.   
 
1.1. Aims and Structure 
 
In this thesis I study Kelman’s novel’s main character’s performative attempts to 
belong to different groups or communities that are located within each other, 
interlaced. My argument is that while his performative attempts fail, he remains in a 
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liminal space, unable to perform his belonging adequately, that is, he is outside of or 
between the different groups or communities portrayed in the novel. The problems 
that Harri faces, and his attempts to belong to various groups, also undercut his 
belonging to his family, which has already been weakened by his parents’ decision to 
divide the family, an act further demonstrating their slide into a situation where they 
do not appear to really belong anywhere. In other words, the aim of this thesis is to 
study how belonging to a place or a community is realized performatively in the 
novel.  
     
The central concepts of my study are performativity and belonging. Diaspora, 
migration and home will be studied at some length as well. The person’s idea of home 
may become muddled and difficult to grasp as a consequence of diaspora and 
migration. This experience may lead to a situation in which a person’s sense of 
belonging to a place or a group becomes problematic, and in such situations an 
individual is forced to change his/her patterns of conduct. At this point the concept of 
performativity may become useful. Performativity basically means that a person’s 
identity and the social environment in which their identity is realised are products of a 
performance. Since Pigeon English describes a situation where a family has 
undergone the experience of migration to another country in order to set up a home 
for themselves, an approach such as this seems valid and will contribute to a fuller 
understanding to the novel.   
 
In this introduction, I will first introduce the novel and its main contexts, namely its 
author and the real event that it is partly based on. Then I will move on to the 
theoretical section where I discuss the various literary and theoretical concepts that 
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Pigeon English seems to be using in order to provide a brief description of the larger 
framework of this study. This will be followed with a discussion of representations of 
blackness in British literature and a description of multicultural London as a site of 
struggle to belong and to perform that belonging. 
 
In Chapter Two, I will discuss further the theoretical underpinnings of this thesis and 
explain the concepts of diaspora, belonging, and performativity. I will also study 
migration and the concept of home and shed light on their critical use, as well as the 
three above-mentioned concepts in the context of literary studies.  In Chapter Three I 
will present a close reading of the novel on the basis of the selected theories. The 
thesis will close with a conclusion where I will pull together all the ideas presented in 
this thesis and form a conclusion for this study as well as point out possible further 
avenues for the study of the novel.   
 
1.2. Contexts  
 
In this section I will firstly introduce the novel by giving a short plot description. 
Then I will discuss the author and his reasons to write the novel. This section will 
close with a short description of events of the real incident that the novel is based on, 
namely the case of Damilola Taylor, that has long been one of the most gruesome 







1.2.1. Pigeon English 
 
Stephen Kelman’s first novel Pigeon English tells the story of Harrison ‘Harri’ 
Opoku, 11 year old schoolboy, who has just arrived from Ghana to start a new life in 
London with his mother and sister, Lydia. Due to their lack of money, Harri’s father, 
grandmother, and baby sister Agnes have stayed behind. Life in London is very 
different from that in Ghana, and Harri is in a hurry to absorb as much of it as he 
possibly can. He gets on with his friends at school and even has a girlfriend.  His 
endless fascination with pigeons, Haribo sweets, schoolyard rules that seem almost 
illogical to him, skyscrapers, and the local gang is interrupted when an older boy is 
stabbed to death. Harri’s fascination shifts to this new event that to him seems to be 
no more than another quirky aspect of his new life. However, when it becomes 
evident that the police cannot persuade any witnesses to come forward with any 
knowledge, Harri decides to start a secret investigation of his own with a friend. As 
the mystery begins to unravel, Harri, without knowing or realizing it, places himself 
and his whole family in a very real danger. 
 
The local gang, the Dell Farm Crew, named after the housing estate Harri lives on, 
holds an insurmountable interest in Harri’s mind.  He is invited to join the gang twice, 
should he manage to carry out an assignment given to him by them. His attempts fail, 
however, because he cannot push himself to break the rules in the way an accepted 
performance as a gang member would require. This, together with the fact that Harri’s 
investigation of the mysterious stabbing turns more sinister and also more serious, 




In the course of the story, it becomes evident to Harri that the gang is at least partly 
connected to the stabbing. At the same time, Harri’s sister Lydia unwillingly seems to 
know more than she would like to reveal. When evidence starts to gather, Harri has 
the answer to the mystery in his hands. But before he can convince the police, the 
responsible gang member strikes again, this time to protect the gang and himself from 
exposure, and the victim is Harri himself.   
  
The story begins in March and ends in June, at the end of the school year. Among the 
themes it develops are real social problems such as poverty and the poor conditions of 
the housing estates that migrants very often have to face, told from an 11-year-old 
boy’s perspective. As many reviews of the novel have pointed out (see for example 
Jones), and as the author has also hinted at (“Q & A with Stephen Kelman”), the 
novel could be used as a set text in early secondary school and its didactic purpose is 
clear. In addition to didacticism, language plays an important role in the novel. 
Already in the title the play with the homophonic relationship between the words 
pigeon and pidgin seems to suggest this. The setting is also important, as the story is 
set in an urban setting, in the city of London. Urban issues are at the core of this story, 
seen in particular in the problems generated by housing estates as the major dominant 
residence for people with immigrant background are obvious in the novel. 
 
Shortly after its release, Pigeon English was shortlisted for the Man Booker prize in 
2011, a feat that usually escapes debut novels. It must also be noted that the 
publishing rights of the book were sold to several countries in Europe and over the 
globe, and the BBC commissioned an adaptation directed by Adam Smith known for 
the E4 teen drama Skins (Jones).  
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1.2.2. Stephen Kelman 
 
Stephen Kelman was born in 1976 in Luton, England. Since completing his education 
at Luton University he has worked variously as a warehouse operative, a care worker 
and in marketing and local government administration. In 2005 he decided to follow 
his lifelong dream seriously and became a full-time writer leading to his first 
published novel, Pigeon English, becoming a reality (“Q & A with Stephen Kelman”). 
 
Luton is probably one of the most ethnically diverse cities in Britain. According to a 
survey commissioned by the Borough Council of Luton and made by L. Mayhew and 
S. Waples on the basis of the 2001 Census “[i]n recent years, Luton has experienced 
significant inmigration [sic] from Eastern Europe (both EU and non-EU countries), 
West Africa and elsewhere. This has significantly changed the demographic 
composition and ethnic complexion of the town” (Mayhew and Waples 2). The survey 
notes also that:  
 
there have been significant shifts in the ethnic composition of Luton 
since the last Census including: 
- generally increasing ethnic diversity among the 
population, growth in the Asian population from 
33,600 to 50,200;  
- the Black population increasing from 11,700 to 19,800; 
-  a decline in the White and ‘other’ population from 
139,000 to 132,000; 
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- concentrations of different groups across the town, for 
example Turkish people in Farley. (Mayhew and 
Waples 3) 
 
As this description reveals, the ethnic make-up of Luton is, undoubtedly, diverse.  
 
Having grown up on the Marsh Farm housing estate in Luton, very similar to the 
estate he describes in the novel, Kelman has experienced the more negative sides of 
such an environment at first hand. In one interview he describes his childhood as a 
time when crime, poverty and violence were not uncommon, but rather a simple “part 
of the background hum of life” (“Q & A with Stephen Kelman”). In another interview 
he states that “[his childhood] wasn’t what you would call a privileged upbringing but 
it was better than many” (King).  As an 11-year-old boy, Kelman used to choose his 
route home from school based on how he could best avoid the class bully. The worst 
Kelman could have faced might have been a punch on the nose, whereas the children 
of today have to fear a knife in the gut (“Q & A with Stephen Kelman”). But as a rule, 
as Kelman notes in the same interview, in those days “violence was still something 
that could be avoided if you were careful and stuck to the rules,” a notable change in 
the problems caused by gangs in such areas today (“Q & A with Stephen Kelman”). 
 
In addition to Kelman’s own background and experiences, the widely publicised 
murder of Damilola Taylor in 2000 compelled him to write Pigeon English. The case 
will be considered in more detail later in this thesis. In an interview in The London 
Evening Standard, Kelman tells that this particular case has held his imagination for 
many years, and having lived in similar conditions as a child, he felt that “maybe [he 
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has] the right to write something” (Bentham). Another reason for writing the book is, 
as Kelman states in an interview, that he “wanted to show the positive aspects of these 
children's lives” despite their deprived living environments, and to “tell their stories in 
a way that […] hadn't necessarily been told before” (“Q & A with Stephen Kelman”). 
 
Currently, Kelman is working on his second novel, a fictionalized partial-biography of 
a friend of his, Bibhuti Nayak: “He’s a journalist for the Times in India, and in his 
spare time he breaks world records. He recently broke one by having four of his 
closest friends kick him in the testicles: 47 times in 90 seconds” (King). In this novel, 
as well as in his first one, a close personal connection to the (f)actual subject of the 
novel is important. Therefore, it could be argued that Kelman specialises in a literary 
genre called faction, a blend of fact and fiction. Cuddon defines faction as  
 
[a] portmanteau word [that] denotes fiction that is based on and 
combined with fact. […] It might easily apply, for instance, to historical 
novels which combine a great deal of period fact with fictional 
treatment, or to novels which incorporate actual living personalities in a 
narrative about recent events which pertain to historical fact. (302)  
 
In regard to Pigeon English, this definition seems to describe the novel rather aptly, as 
the history of Damilola Taylor’s case can be discovered rather easily. At the same 
time, however, the author has filled in the gaps and turned the reality into a work of 





1.2.3. The Case of Damilola Taylor  
 
The case of Damilola Taylor is probably one of the most publicised incident of its 
kind in the British media, and stories related to it are still if not frequently yet 
regularly found in the printed medias. The publication of Kelman’s Pigeon English 
added to this continuing discussion and shows that the incident is still a sore point in 
the life of Londoners.   
 
In the summer of year 2000, 10-year-old Damilola Taylor, along with his mother 
Gloria and sister Gbemi, travelled from Nigeria to the UK, more specifically to 
Peckham, London, essentially to find a better life. Only three months later, Damilola 
was stabbed fatally in the thigh and bled to death. For a long time, the culprits of this 
crime remained a mystery, and the police investigation of the case was made difficult 
by a “wall of silence” in the community. During the initial investigation, however, 11 
boys were arrested as possible suspects, but later all of them were released, because 
no forensic evidence clearly connected any of them to the stabbing. Only after three 
drawn-out trials and six years of investigation were Ricky and Danny Preddie, 13 and 
12 years old at the time of the stabbing and previously known to the police, sentenced 
to prison for eight years of manslaughter (Stubley). 
 
Knife crime among the youth is not uncommon in the area of greater London, as 
between 15 and 20 teenagers are killed each year in London (“Damilola Taylor: How 
His Killing Shocked a Nation”). The stabbing of Damilola Taylor occurred more than 
a decade ago, but it is still regarded as one the most memorable and emotive cases of 
its kind in the UK. The possible reasons behind the continued media coverage are 
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many; although this case is one of many similar incidents, it has qualities that separate 
it from the mass. For example, as the BBC News Magazine writes, “[u]nlike many 
other young people killed in the inner cities, there was no hint of criminality or gang 
involvement in Damilola's case. Indeed the story was like a macabre fairy tale about 
innocence coming face to face with evil” (“Damilola Taylor: How His Killing 
Shocked a Nation”).   
 
In addition, the investigation of the case was painfully slow, and in many instances 
the police inquiry was sloppy, with some crucial details having remained unnoticed in 
the first circle of investigation. The responsible parties, previously known to the 
police, were convicted only six years after the actual crime. Furthermore, the boy had 
told his mother about being bullied in school, on which grounds “[s]he had visited the 
school just hours before [Damilola’s] death to meet the Headmaster to discuss the 
claims but was reassured it was only a ‘low-level problem’” (Stubley). 
 
The third and perhaps the greatest reason for the continued interest in the case is due 
to what can be called an aura of innocence and confidence in the future that seemed to 
have surrounded the victim, the 10-year-old Damilola. Nick Ephgrave, the chief 
superintendent of Lambeth Police, who caught the responsible Preddie brothers, 
describes the victim as “an engaging person, […]. [Damilola’s] smiling, has got an air 
of confidence about him and he looks positive about the future” (“Damilola Taylor: 
How His Killing Shocked a Nation”). Ephgrave continues to explain that the crime  
 
came to symbolise a breakdown in society's values. It was kids that were 
accused of doing it. Those who killed him were well known to the police 
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and were out of control. That all added to the sense of outrage - how 
could we as a society have let a child like that be picked on and killed by 
these kids, when everyone knew they were bad kids? (“Damilola Taylor: 
How His Killing Shocked a Nation”) 
 
In the same article Emanuel Candengue, 22, who grew up in Angola, but now lives in 
Peckham, London, remembers: “It was huge news because of his age and who he 
wanted to be […]. He wanted to be a doctor. He was only here for a few months but 
all his dreams were destroyed at such a young age. It was devastating” (“Damilola 
Taylor: How His Killing Shocked a Nation”). 
 
In the aftermath of the case, a trust carrying Damilola’s name was set up to honour his 
memory by working in the community and to try and help bring about changes for the 
better. The Trust argues that “Damilola's death raised many questions about the 
baseline values in our society and what leads young people to commit such acts of 
violence” (Trust webpage). To keep up the important discussion about these social 
problems concerning the youth in London, the Trust has since 2009 awarded Spirit of 
London award to young people “[w]hether London born or adopted Londoners […] 
who are a credit to the local communities whose culture and heritage light up the City 
by adding passion to the prestige of London life” (Trust webpage). 
 
What is truly sad and in a way also ironic about the case of Damilola Taylor is that, 
had the boy survived the attack, “[it] would have been strictly local news”, as Lewis 
Jones notes in a book review in The Telegraph. Knife crime, youth gangs and urban 
poverty in London, all themes that had hardly been acknowledged in the public sphere 
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before the incident, only became widely discussed topics after this shocking and 
basically unreasonable act of violence.  
 
When it comes to Kelman’s novel, it mirrors the case of Damilola Taylor in very high 
degree. It could also be suggested that it adds a new voice to the public discussion 
about the problems immigrants may face in London, or, indeed, in any other major 
city. Also the reception of the book shows that the case of Damilola Taylor is not yet 






2. Central Concepts of the Thesis 
 
In this section of the thesis I will discuss the different literary conventions or genres 
Pigeon English seems to be using. What makes it difficult, however, is that the novel 
seems to transgress a typical genre labelling. Therefore I will discuss various modes 
of literature in order to understand the novel as fully as possible.  Then I will continue 
with a discussion of different theoretical tools I intend to use in the analysis of the 
novel. These tools include diaspora, belonging, and performativity. 
 
I will begin by discussing the novel in the context of postcolonial literature. Although 
Pigeon English is not a representative of this literary genre, postcolonial practices can 
be seen as the cause of the problems that the characters face in the novel. Thereafter I 
will discuss two modes of literature that are more readily applicable the novel studied 
in this thesis, namely the newly arisen genre of council estate novel and multicultural 
novel, which is in fact more of a pedagogical tool than a pure literary genre.  This will 
be followed with a discussion of representations of blackness in literature and a 
description of multicultural London as a site of performance. This will form the 
theoretical framework of this study and will serve as a backdrop for the further 
theoretical discussion in this section.  
 
The section will continue with discussion and definition of the concepts of diaspora, 
belonging, performativity and ultimately with performing belonging. In the section of 
diaspora, I will study and discuss how the effects of diaspora can be seen in an 
individual and in a larger group. In the following section concentrating on the notion 
of belonging, I will discuss the importance and indeed the meaning of the term, again 
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from an individual’s point of view as well as the point of view of a larger community. 
The section dealing with performativity will study the emergence of the term and 
discuss its applicability in literary studies. This section will also address belonging as 
a performed state of being on the basis of various examples from literature.   
 
2.1. Approaching the Novel through Literary Conventions 
 
The United Kingdom has a long history of imperialism and colonialism. Until the turn 
of the 20th century, the British Empire was probably the strongest player in all fields 
of global politics, commerce and culture. All this led, in due course, to the rise of 
postcolonial literature. Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin describe the rise of postcolonial 
literature as follows:  
 
[T]the immensely imperial culture found itself appropriated in projects 
of counter-colonial resistance which drew upon the many different 
indigenous local and hybrid processes of self-determination to defy, 
erode and sometimes supplant the prodigious power of imperial cultural 
knowledge. Post-colonial literatures are a result of this interaction 
between imperial culture and the complex of indigenous cultural 
practices. (1)  
 
Boehmer states in her introduction that “postcolonial literature is generally defined as 
that which critically or subversively scrutinizes the colonial relationship. It is writing 
that sets out in one way or another to resist colonial perspectives” (3; original 
emphasis). She continues her definition that in order “[t]o give expression to 
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colonized experience, postcolonial writers sought to undercut thematically and 
formally the discourses which supported colonization - the myths of power, the race 
classifications, the imagery of subordination. Postcolonial writing, therefore, is deeply 
marked by experiences of cultural exclusion and division under empire” (3). In his 
discussion McLeod argues that postcolonialism is characterised by one or more of the 
following facets: 
 
- Reading the cultural endeavours produced by people from countries 
with a history of colonialism, primarily those concerned with the 
workings and legacy of colonialism, and resistance to it, in either the 
past or the present. 
- reading cultural texts produced by those that have migrated from 
countries with a history of colonialism, or those descended from 
migrant families, which deal in the main with diaspora experience 
and its consequences.  
- In the light of theories of colonial discourse, re-reading texts 
produced during the colonial period often by members of the 
colonising nations; both those that directly address the Empire, and 
those that seem not to. (McLeod, Beginning 40)   
 
At this point it seems practical to state that while the novel to be examined in this 
thesis is not written by a writer who has experienced diaspora or is a descendant of 
such a family, nor is he a member of a state that has a history of colonialism, the 
themes of the novel link it with postcolonial literature very strongly. The novel takes 
place in London, the former heart of the Empire, and it discusses problems generated 
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by colonial practices, namely migration, settling in a new home, and finding one’s 
place. Postcolonialism can be said be a cause of the problem of not belonging and 
thus performing belonging in a way that is not appropriate and ends in failure.  
 
Another literary genre that proves to be useful in the reading of Pigeon English is that 
of the council estate novel. Susanne Cuevas argues for the rise of this new literary 
genre in an article in which she reads a number of British novels through this 
paradigm. Cuevas notes that “fictions, which focus on characters whose destinies  are 
shaped by the social milieu of the council estate and are set in and around the streets 
of council estates can be regarded as a distinctive genre, albeit one which academic 
criticism has so far taken very little notice of” (385). She continues to explain that 
“[t]eenage mothers, absent fathers, drug abuse, dealing, petty crime, mugging, gun 
crime and unemployment” (389) characterize these types of novels.  As Cuevas 
suggests “[a]ll stories focus on the apparent inevitability of the fate of young people – 
mainly young men- who live on such council estates given their limited opportunities 
to escape the vicious circle of violence and crime that surrounds them” (393). Pigeon 
English includes some of these motifs and especially the inevitability of the 
protagonist’s fate in the novel appears to tie it in quite nicely with council estate 
novels. 
 
The burden of authenticity becomes an issue in council estate novels and in the same 
vein a minority ethnic affiliation is presumed. Cuevas implies this by stating that 
“authors of social realist fictions [are] often faced with a problem [that of authenticity] 
that their white colleagues do not have” (393). For example, Courttia Newland’s 
debut novel The Scholar: A West Side Story “was partly sold on the premise of being 
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a ‘truthful,’ and ‘more exact’ depiction of urban black British youth than his 
predecessor Victor Headley had created in Yardie” (393).  Also the quality of the 
autobiographical experience between minority writers who possess it can become a 
defining question. This can be seen in the case of Monica Ali, who has been 
challenged by a part of her Bangladeshi audience about “her right to write about 
Bangladeshi experiences on the grounds that she does not speak Bengali fluently” 
(Cuevas 393).  Cuevas does not take a stand on white authors writing such literature. 
In the case of Kelman, he has autobiographical experience, but his ethnic affiliation 
may prevent us from fully describing him as a writer of the council estate novel. 
 
One mode of literature that would accommodate Pigeon English without any 
problems is multicultural literature. Cai writes that “[m]ulticultural literature can be 
defined in terms of its intrinsic literary nature or the pedagogical purposes” (3). 
According to Cai (referring to Dasenbrock), the literary definition of multicultural 
literature is that it consists of literary works “that are explicitly about multicultural 
societies” or “are implicitly multicultural the sense of inscribing readers from other 
cultures inside their own cultural dynamics” (4). As Cai puts it, “[b]y the pedagogical 
definition, the term multicultural does not designate the multicultural nature of a 
single work, but that of a group of works used to break the monopoly of the 
mainstream culture and make the curriculum more pluralistic” (4). Cai continues to 
explain that “[specific novels qualify] as multicultural literature because they serve 
the purpose of expanding the curriculum to include literature about non-white 
cultures” (4). Therefore the term multicultural literature is more a pedagogical tool 
than a specific literary genre. Pigeon English could easily be used in education, and 
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Kelman has also mentioned that he wishes the book to be used in such a way (“Q & A 
with Stephen Kelman”). 
 
The novel itself can be said to take part in a genre performance because of its 
pluralistic application of different genres of literature.  Depending on the point of 
view Pigeon English can be read for instance as a multicultural text. Representations 
of blackness in literature can be said to serve the goals that multicultural literature has. 
Because of its contents Pigeon English must be regarded as a representation of 
blackness in Britain, a concept that I will discuss next.  
 
The black presence in British literature is by no means a new phenomenon, since 
novels and other literary texts that represent blacks have been common for hundreds 
of years.   David Dabydeen and Nana Wilson-Tagoe write that in the course of history 
blacks’ “social, personal and historical realities are constantly ignored or denied. They 
are instead creatures of myth, the demons or buffoons of the white imagination, the 
personification of notions of savage or exotic otherness” (86). They argue, however, 
that white authors’ attitudes towards blacks have changed over times and in the 
following I will discuss this change.  
 
As early as in Shakespeare’s plays a black presence is detected. Dabydeen and 
Wilson-Tagoe argue that “[i]t is characteristic of Shakespeare that he takes a on board 
a  racial stereotype, he plays with it, feeding the prejudice of his audience, then 
withdraws the stereotype, undercuts it, demolishes it” (89). They continue to show 
how this tendency works both ways in different Shakespearean plays and therefore 
Shakespeare’s plays in general show a rather disunified picture of blacks. For example 
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in Titus Andronicus, “Aaron started off as a savage, degenerate creature, and ended up 
as a humane person. In Othello, this process is reversed. Othello begins as a noble, 
rational human being and ends up as a raving, bloodthirsty animal – in other words, 
Othello grows into the myth, he becomes the mythical African” (92; original italics). 
What is remarkable and worth noting is that Shakespeare “shows how the mythical 
African is the creation of the white man and the white mind, for it is Iago who 
transforms Othello into a ‘black’ man, it is Iago who creates the monster” (Dabydeen 
and Wilson –Tagoe 92; original emphasis).  
 
During the time of industrialisation, for example in Robinson Crusoe blacks are 
means to “productiveness and profitability,” and in the case of Crusoe saving Friday 
the novel presents “a re-enactment of the myth of salvation. Friday is devoted, he is 
glad to learn, glad to serve and happy in his servitude” (Dabydeen and Wilson-Tagoe 
102). Around the turn of the 20th century and already in the late 19th century, in boys’ 
adventure tales such as John Buchan’s Prester John, Africans serve to enable the 
adventure tale to function by “presenting Africans as unfamiliar, mysterious creatures 
who share little with the whites” (Dabydeen and Wilson-Tagoe 113). While the mass 
of Africans are presented as the savage other, one black character in Prester John, 
Laputa, “is only accorded a status equivalent to the European because he was 
educated in Europe” (Dabydeen and Wilson-Tagoe 116). Therefore, “[h]umanity is 
then accorded to the African if he resembles the European thinking and physical 
appearance. If he lacks these features the African is relegated to the status of the 




In regard to more recent literary production Mark Stein proposes “that the novel of 
transformation is a dominant form in black British literature” (xiii) He bases his 
argument with an understanding of what a novel of transformation does: “[n]ovel of 
transformation portrays and purveys the transformation, the reformation, the repeated 
“coming of age” of British cultures under the influence of ‘outsiders within’” (xii-xiii; 
original emphasis). He continues to state that “a large section of the British literature 
describes and entails subject formation under the influence of political, social, 
educational, familial, and other forces and thus resembles the bildungsroman” (xiii) 
and suggests that “[t]he black British novel of transformation […] is about the 
formation of its protagonists−but, importantly, it is also about the transformation of 
British society and cultural institutions” (xiii). Thus, Stein explains, a novel of 
transformation has two performative functions. The first is a thematic one that deals 
with the (metaphorical) growing up of the protagonist, and the second deals with the 
“novelistic transformation of Britain which is accomplished through the redefinition 
of Britishness” (xvii). So, in a way, the transformation of British society that these 
texts depict is partly due to the sheer existence of these texts. Stein concludes that 
“[f]inding a voice […] is a key function of the black British novel of transformation” 
and that this finding of a voice “also points to agency and to the creation of agency” 
(171). In regard to Pigeon English, the protagonist tries to gain a voice of his own, but 
fails because his grasp of the rules of his new life is inadequate. Perhaps the novel 
could be called an example of a failed novel of transformation, because the 
protagonist fails to achieve his full potential.  
 
Lucie Gillet studies how otherness is represented by two white British (Graham Swift 
and Ian McEwan) authors and two black British (Zadie Smith and Caryl Phillips) 
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authors. She comes to the conclusion that by “including ‘others’ into their novels 
[white authors] reflect upon the changes in British society” (105). She suggests that 
this shows that white authors can be as sensitive to and aware of the changing 
demography of the United Kingdom. However, “[m]ulticulturalism and the tolerance 
of ‘others’ in Britain are suggested in [the studied novels], but are by no means 
represented, since […] the characters standing for otherness in these two novels are 
only present for the sake of the plot” (105; original italics). Therefore Gillet concludes 
that the black British authors do represent multiculturalism in their novels more 
faithfully, and perhaps more believably (106). Perhaps Gillet’s starting point is rather 
too polarized in the reading of Kelman’s work, but it has its purpose in expanding the 
point of view.  
  
Earlier literature on the black Britons used as its departure point the mythicized 
essence of the blacks or Africans. What can be said about contemporary literature is 
that such essentialist representation are becoming a thing of the past, and, as Sarita 
Malik points out in her study of the black representation in British television, a 
reversed mystifications is indeed taking place: “[W]e are continuing to see the notion 
of any single version of ‘Britishness’ being re-examined, remade and mythified by the 
non-English” (22).  
 
Experiences that have previously been regarded as marginal have gained greater 
recognition in literature today. The black experience in Britain is a case in point, and 
thus a change in the representations of black British citizens in literature is clearly 
identifiable. Descriptions of some unchanging essence have turned into more 
pluralistic and on those grounds perhaps more realistic as well. One such example is 
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the role of multicultural London in literature. In his study John McLeod describes the 
current London in the following way:  
 
Since the Second World War, the urban and human geography of 
London has been irreversibly altered as a consequence of patterns of 
migration from countries with a history of colonialism, so that today a 
number of London’s neighbourhoods are known primarily in terms of 
their ‘overseas’ populations they have nurtured. (McLeod Postcolonial 
4) 
 
Due to this change in the former imperial capital, London has become a major setting 
for a number of literary texts. McLeod studies such representations of the capital to 
see what the new inhabitants of the city have made of it (Postcolonial 3-4). McLeod 
describes London as “a location which might be conceptualized as inseparably 
tangible and imaginary” (Postcolonial 7; original emphasis). To explain this further, 
McLeod cites the theory of Michel de Certeau who has distinguished a semantic 
difference between place and space, two intertwining levels of the “Concept-city”. A 
place in de Certeau’s understanding is “distinguish[ed] in terms of orderliness and 
stability in which the law of the ‘proper’ rules. Contrastingly, a space has none of the 
univocity or stability of a ‘proper’. It is defined as a diachronic and heterogeneous 
location of migration, mobility and instability” (Postcolonial 9; original emphasis). 
McLeod gives value to de Certeau’s model, for “[i]t crucially recognizes that cities 
are crucibles of power, and that city dwellers are constantly in negotiation with factors 




In my understanding, a concrete, authoritative place on a map such as London 
contains multiple spaces that are by nature social and multicultural spaces. London as 
a place attempts to regulate and police, but the spaces within the city, these different 
social niches, are occupied by various groups and communities that in different ways 
question the authority of the place and thus generate a climate of transformation. 
These different spaces require different kinds of strategies in order to fit in. In other 
words, different kinds of performances are required in different spaces in order to 
construct belonging to them.  This is a central idea in this thesis, and therefore 
different ways to belong in different groups will be one of the main foci in the 




The notion of diaspora has become a topic of interest in postcolonial literary studies. 
Generally speaking, as Kalra et al. note, there are at least two possible ways to 
approach the phenomenon of diaspora: to see it as a descriptive tool and or as a 
process (3). In my description I will combine these two viewpoints to define the term 
diaspora and describe its effect on community and identity.  
 
The term diaspora is not a new concept. Cohen describes its origins as follows: 
 
  The word “diaspora” is derived from the Greek verb speiro (to sow) and 
  the preposition dia (over). When applied to humans, the ancient Greeks 
  thought of diaspora as migration and colonization. By contrast, for Jews, 
  Africans, Palestinians and Armenians the expression acquired a more 
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  sinister and brutal meaning. Diaspora signified a collective trauma, a 
  banishment, where one dreamed of home but lived in exile. (Cohen ix) 
 
As Cohen continues, diaspora today necessitates neither active colonization nor the 
feeling of trauma, but a strong collective identity within the group of people is 
important (ix). As the block quote above demonstrates, the idea of the home left 
behind is important, and this idea connects the people in diaspora to each other. 
Nyman continues in the same vein to suggest that these communities “share more than 
a mere dream of a homeland fostered from generation to generation” (14). Cohen 
explains further that  
 
‘the old country’ – a notion often buried deep in language, religion, 
custom or folklore – always has some claim on their loyalty and 
emotions. That claim may be strong or weak, or boldly or meekly 
articulated in a given circumstance or historical period, but a member’s 
adherence to a diasporic community is demonstrated by an acceptance 
of an inescapable link with their past migration history and a sense of 
co-ethnicity with others of a similar background. (ix) 
 
Kalra et al. describe this kind of a description as tempting, and go as far as to call it 
“seductive, as it allows people living all over the globe to articulate a connection with 
each other and to think themselves connected, to a greater or lesser extent, with a 




What complicates the matter is that the home in the individual’s memory is not the 
only significant home. As Avtar Brah neatly puts it, “diasporic journeys are 
essentially about settling down, about putting roots ‘elsewhere’. […] The question is 
not simply about who travels but when, how, and under what circumstance” (616; 
original emphasis). This quotation brings into focus the objective of diaspora, to gain 
a new home for oneself. It also highlights the fact that there usually is no single reason 
for a diasporic journey.  
      
Diaspora cannot be defined as a single phenomenon occurring in one location on the 
globe. In fact, there are several diasporas, e.g., “the migration from Latin America to 
the United States, or the guest-worker phenomenon of Turkish people in Germany,” 
as Bromley points out (8). Bromley continues that despite the fact that people in 
diaspora share a similar kind of experience with each other, “it cannot be assumed 
[…] that simply being within a particular diasporic community confers an automatic 
and common shared identity, as the dimensions of class, gender and sexuality also 
have to be addressed” (8). He further states that the question of “who is located within 
that community, and by whom” (8) is one that has to be considered.  
 
What is the notion of diaspora good for then? Because migration is increasingly 
common at the present time, the notions of nationalism and nationality have become 
more complicated. Therefore, “the concept of diasporic communities is one way of 
helping us to think beyond nationality as the necessary locus for models of analysing 
cultures” (Bromley 9). Furthermore, Bromley quotes Tölölyan, who has suggested 
that “[d]iasporas are emblems of transnationalism because they embody the question 
of borders” (9). This embodiment makes diaspora identities and cultures borderline 
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identities and cultures. Bromley notes optimistically that such new identities and 
cultures “impact not only upon the diasporic but also upon the members of the ‘host’ 
society to such an extent that in time the notions of ‘diasporic’ and ‘host’ may be 
rendered existentially and analytically redundant. At present, they are used merely as 
terms of convenience, of transition” (9). 
 
In opposition to the previously presented liberal view on diaspora, another, more 
negative view of diaspora that touches upon the notion of belonging and its limits 
must be noted as well. According to this view, diaspora communities pose a threat to 
the sovereignty of the nation state. When commenting on this issue Bromley claims 
that “[s]trangers threaten [the sovereignty of a nation] because they lack the vestments 
of the local or national territory − colour, language, accent, religion, cuisine and so 
on” (12). Bromley goes on to explain that this view is based on the impression that the 
diasporised occupy a state of exception in the society. This state of exception is both a 
forbidden and desired space for the localised citizen, because “the localised citizen 
who is defined by ‘law’ and is delimited, and takes his or her identity as if freely 
chosen” has no access to this state of exception (Bromley 12).  
 
Diaspora is a very personal and private experience, despite the fact that it has a 
communal emphasis. What emerges in the experience of diaspora is a sense of living 
in-between, of belonging neither here nor there. This problematizes the traditional 
idea of belonging, and the concept of home as a place of belonging. The idea of 
cultural hybridity that originates in Homi K. Bhabha’s theorization can offer some 
answers. In The Location of Culture he discusses the subject formation “‘in-between’” 
(2). Throughout the book, Bhabha formulates his idea further. The idea of in-
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betweenness is not entirely negative since it can offer new possibilities, excitement 
and even privileges to the individual. The position that the migrant inhabits can give 
rise to the realisation that world consists of plural and incomplete experiences, which 
are muddled and hybrid. These experiences are not pure, but mixed and contaminated. 
Therefore diaspora identity is a form of hybrid identity that does not necessarily 
exclude but rather includes. This challenges the idea of identity as a fixed and static 
entity.  
 
Another important notion in the effects of diaspora to identity is that it affects 
different generations in different ways. Devon Campbell-Hall’s readings of Meera 
Syal’s novels Anita and Me and Life Isn’t All Ha Ha Hee offer interesting sights into 
the difference of the experience the first and second generation Asian immigrants in 
the UK have. Campbell-Hall argues that the child and youth protagonists in the novels 
“negotiate the tensions between their desires and the expectations of their first 
generation parents” (289). She continues to explicate that these protagonists’ parents’ 
expectations represent the East while their everyday reality is the West (290). In her 
analysis Campbell-Hall highlights “the battle of perceptions between what these 
characters think of as the ‘home’ culture (Britain) and what their parents think of as 
the ‘home’ culture (nearly always the subcontinent)” (292), which brings into 
spotlight the generational differences of the characters. The parents, who have 
experienced migration, do not integrate into their new environment to the same extent 
as the next generation. Campbell-Hall argues that the use of a not entirely reliable 
protagonist “alludes to fluidity within the processes of identity-construction, in which 
second-generation children might be tempted to draw on unhelpful but dramatically 
exciting stereotypes to assert themselves as representing more than the simple sum of 
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their cultural parts” (294). Campbell-Hall’s final point is that the second generation 
immigrants’ “dual-cultural perspectives offer myriad possibilities for defamiliarizing 
unflattering aspects of both the dominant and the immigrant cultures” (303), while the 
previous generation could not afford to do so because they had chosen the West and 
its promise of a better life. 
 
As can be seen in the discussion above, diaspora as a term does not have a single or 
straightforward definition. It can have multiple contents, depending on the point of 
view. The effects of diaspora are visible not only on that person who has experienced 
it, but it continues to shape and define the lives of the next generation. Another point 
to pay attention to is that diasporic identities affect both the host culture and the 
diasporized, and this relationship is not always problem-free. Living in-between is not 





Many theorists (e.g. Croucher and Weedon) understand the rise of belonging as an 
important topic to be discussed in the contexts of the on-going process of 
globalization. Migrancy, the opening up of national borders, and the trans-
nationalising of commerce have all led to the intensification of globalization and in 
this hurry, the mapping of individual human experience and its theorising have been 
lacking. Delving into the concept of belonging is perhaps best to start with an 
understanding that “[o]ne does not simply or ontologically ‘belong’ to the world or to 
any group within it,” as Bell points out (3). She continues with stating that 
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“[b]elonging is an achievement at several levels of abstraction” (3). This helps us to 
understand that belonging is a multidimensional concept and rather difficult to 
perceive, and therefore its simple definition is difficult. 
 
Croucher sheds light on the multidimensional character of the term. She suggests that 
belonging is a matter that covers individuals and groups, “ranging from very small to 
very large, and can connote juridical as well as emotional dimensions of status or 
attachment” (40).  In her book Globalization and Belonging, Croucher concentrates 
on the nation state level of belonging and the communal aspects of belonging, but as 
Bell suggests, quoting Probyn, “the term allows an affective dimension − not just be-
ing but longing” (1). This shows that when talking about belonging, the affective side 
and the individual’s psychological need to belong are perhaps one of the most 
important factors in the development of the feeling of belonging. 
 
Another salient feature in describing belonging is to differentiate oneself from the 
other. If this difference is not made clear, there is no us to belong to, and this serves as 
a starting point for the fear of not belonging. Croucher exemplifies the matter as 
follows: 
  
 Also inherent in the concept and practice of belonging is the related 
  reality of or fear of not belonging. Individuals, groups, nations and so on 
  understand and define who they are by specifying who they are not. 
  Identity, in other words, always relies upon an ‘Other,’ and belonging to 
  an ‘Us’ necessitates the existence of and recognition of a ‘Them.’  




Meinhof and Galasinski have noted the same feature in their study of the linguistics of 
belonging. When talking about the Polish on the Poland/Germany border, they state 
that “[t]he language of belonging was […] more often than not a language of not 
belonging” (42; original italics). This kind of language consists of the old stereotypes 
as the Germans as enemies and different – they look, behave and even smell different. 
The division to us and them is clear, and the preference for belonging to us rather than 
them is based on the perceived difference of the Germans. 
 
The sense of place as a ground for a communal belonging is also important. Lovell’s 
idea of the meaning and significance of the place can be summarized as follows: 
  
[B]elonging to a place is viewed as instrumental in creating collective 
identities. […] Even in displacement, the memory of a collective 
identity may crystallise around a notion of place. […] This memory is 
thus conductive to forging of social bonds in the present, and for the 
future, among communities of displaced people but belonging to a 
particular group provides one strategy or avenue of belonging among 
many others. (Lovell 4) 
 
This means that the people inhabiting the same place form a community, and if these 
people are displaced or have been forced to leave the place, the mere memory of the 
once shared place is enough to bring the sense of community and belonging to it into 
being. In other words, this shared experience can act as a bridge between people in 
similar situations, but from different places (or origins). Perhaps the idea of London as 
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place containing multiple spaces becomes more understandable in this way. The 
different communities within London inhabit different spaces and together they can 
form a multicultural London, on the basis of the similarity of their situations.  
 
Perhaps the most important place where one feels that one belongs to is the home. As 
has been stated earlier, the concept of home and one’s belonging there become 
problematic as a consequence of migration. Lovell defines home as “a place of return, 
an original settlement, where peace can finally be found and experienced” (3). 
However, Nyman argues that “the notion of home is rearticulated in […] narratives of 
diaspora and migration, and its links with some mythical geographical homeland is 
severed” (Nyman, 25). Nyman continues with quoting Brah, who brings forward the 
notion of “’homing desire’ defined as a way of negotiating between the discourse of 
home and dispersion […], inscribing a homing desire while simultaneously critiquing 
discourses of fixed origins” (25; original emphasis). This notion lacks the idea of 
peace that Lovell insists upon, and thus shows that the idea of a home is not a 
straightforward one, but full of contradictions.   
 
The description above places the weight of belonging on the collective shoulders of 
the community, but as was also seen in the case of diaspora discussed earlier, 
belonging, too, is both a communal and individual experience. It is a phenomenon that 
is perhaps easier to perceive on the communal level, but the significance of the feeling 
of belonging to the individual is paramount, and, as an experience, life-changing.  
      
This can be seen suggested for example in Weedon’s reading of David Dabydeen’s 
novel The Intended, a narrative that tells the story of an immigrant boy of Guyanese 
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origins from 12 years of age to his departure to study in Oxford. The narrator wants to 
leave behind his “eternal immigrant” status in favour of a better situation “that is, to 
belong” (Weedon 76). The narrator in Dabydeen’s novel sheds his immigrant identity 
of his shoulders in order to embrace his new environment fully.  In other words, he 
gains a positive diaspora identity despite the experiences of racism, and identifies with 
“South Asianness” (Weedon 78). Similarly, Bromley points out in his reading of 
Syal’s Anita and Me that the protagonist Meena gains the sense of belonging because 
she is able to “successfully navigat[e] the two worlds and is not caught ‘in between 
cultures’, because both are fluid and subject to change, but instead creates a new 
culture, third space, which is a synthesis of both worlds” (Bromley 145). This 
location, that is her creation, is a space where she is able to perform herself according 
to her own will and thus masters both of her worlds.  
 
In short, perhaps the best guideline to deal with a concept such as belonging is to keep 
in mind the point of view that one has. The definition of belonging can range from 
individual belonging to his/her home to a community belonging to a state. Belonging 
does necessitate some degree of polarisation, because belonging to ‘us’ is regarded to 
be better than belonging to them. ‘Us’ is familiar, safe and to a certain extent, 
predictable. The affective side is perhaps the most important of all, because one does 
not just automatically belong somewhere. Some kind of an affective link to that 









Bollobás notes that our postmodern era is characterised by “a fleeting sense of reality” 
(11). Identity, along with reality, were earlier thought of as a static and unchanging 
entities, today both are understood to be more liquid. Regarding this, Bollobás argues 
that “[n]either reality nor the subject will be understood as given, waiting to be 
captured, mirrored, and reflected in literature. Rather, elements of the real, including 
the self, will be taken as performed, created by acts, acts of language primarily” 
(Bollobás 11). Identity has been in the middle since the times of Enlightenment, first 
with a Marxist and later on with Freudian emphasis (Weedon 9). Today a particularly 
influential field of study is the performative quality of identity.  
 
According to Loxley, performativity as a term was first coined in 1950s by English 
philosopher, J.L. Austin, who differentiated between two ways of speaking: 
constantive and performative. The constantive way of using language is aimed at the 
production of true or false statements, such as ‘the cat is on the mat’, whereas the 
point of a performative clause is, in fact, to perform an action. An example of a 
performative clause would be ‘I do’ when spoken as a part of a wedding ceremony 
(Loxley, 7-8). This basic distinction between the uses of language served as a basis 
for Austin’s speech act theory (Loxley 15) that was later on theorized further by John 
Searle. With many turns on the way, from generally philosophical thinking (Loxley 
22) to Derrida’s linguistic applications (Loxley 63) of the term, performativity finally 
wound up in feminist criticism and the politics of gender (Loxley 112). In this field, it 
was picked up by Judith Butler, whose contribution to the evolution of performativity 




Butler has been influenced by Hegelian philosophy, and a framework for her 
formulations of gender, sex and sexuality as unfixed and constructed entities is based 
on Michel Foucault’s historical analyses of the variable constructions of sex and 
sexuality in different societies and contexts. Butler has developed her theory with 
Jacques Derrida’s linguistic theories (Salih 5).  As Salih comments:  
 
If Butler and Foucault describe subject-formation as a process which 
must be placed within specific historical and discursive contexts in order 
to be understood, then Derrida similarly describes meaning as an ‘event’ 
that places on a citational chain with no origin or end, theory that 
effectively deprives individual speakers of control over their utterances. 
(5)  
 
Other equally important influences in Butler’s work come from psychoanalytic 
theory, feminist theory, and Marxist theory (Salih 6). Austin’s heritage can be seen in 
Butler’s theorizing, although as Loxley writes “she came late to Austin, and then 
somewhat grudgingly” (140).  
 
From this abundance of different influences, Butler has formulated the idea of identity 
as a performatively constructed entity. According to her, “sex and gender are the 
effects rather than the causes of institutions, discourses and practices, but they create 
or cause you by determining your sex, sexuality and gender” (Salih 10; original 
emphasis). Therefore, “gendered and sexed identities are performative (Salih 10). 
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Loxley further explicates the performed nature of identity construction and places 
culture as the starting point of this construction. He states that  
 
[o]ur identities are not given by nature or simply represented or 
expressed in culture: instead, culture is the process of identity formation, 
the way in which bodies and selves in all their differences are produced. 
[…] Our activities and practices, in other words, are not expressions of 
some prior identity, or the things done by an agent that is what it is prior 
to its actions, but the very means by which we come to be what we are. 
(118)  
 
From this mass of theoretical thinking it may be difficult to grasp what the intended 
use of the concept of performativity is, but Salih summarises Butler’s objective to be 
that  
 
to a greater or lesser extent, all Butler’s books ask questions about the 
formation of identity and subjectivity, tracing the processes by which we 
become subjects when we assume the sexed/gendered/’raced’ identities 
which are constructed for us (and to a certain extent by us) within 
existing power structures. Butler is engaged in an ongoing interrogation 
of ‘the subject’ in which she asks through what processes subjects come 
into existence, by what means they are constructed, and how those 
constructions work and fail. Butler’s subject is not an individual, but a 




In Butler’s words, expressed in an early essay, “[g]ender […] is performative which 
means, quite simply, that it is real only to the extent that it is performed” (Butler, 
“Performative” 527). In Gender Trouble Butler explicates this line of thought further. 
She writes that “within the inherited discourse of the metaphysics of substance, 
gender proves to be performative – that is, constituting the identity it is purported to 
be. In this sense, gender is always doing, though not a doing by a subject who might 
be said to preexist the deed” (33). This doing of identity, or gender, takes place inside 
inherited discourse, a social existence, as also Salih points out: “All bodies are 
gendered from the beginning of their social existence (and there is no existence that is 
not social)” (Salih 62). Another important point is that performativity differs from 
performance so that performativity does not assume an agent behind the deed, or, as 
Salih puts it, “there is no doer behind the deed, no volitional agent that knowingly 
‘does’ its gender, since the gendered body is inseparable from the acts that constitute 
it” (65).  
 
Butler emphasizes the importance of discourse in Bodies That Matter in which she 
states that the model that a baby enacts its gender is given already at the first moment 
of the infant’s life, when a nurse proclaims “It’s a girl!” (which is a performative 
utterance) (Butler, Bodies 232). Butler writes that “[t]o the extent that the naming of 
the ‘girl’ is transitive, that is, it initiates the process by which a certain ‘girling’ is 
compelled, the term or, rather, its symbolic power, governs the formation of 
corporeally enacted femininity […]. Femininity is thus not the product of choice, but 




This hailing, or interpellation as Butler calls it, is “how subject positions are conferred 
and assumed” (Salih 78). Salih gives an example of literary interpellation from 
Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles in which “Angel Clare interpellates Tess as 
‘pure’ in a moral sense by assuming that she is an innocent virgin who has no 
knowledge of men, and it could be argued that she in turn constructs herself according 
to his model of ‘proper’ femininity until this construction becomes unsustainable” 
(78). As can be seen, mere hailing is not enough, but “in order for it to be effective 
you have to recognize yourself as the subject who is ‘hailed’ by metaphorical turning 
around” (Salih 79). Since there are clear instances of interpellation and its recognition 
in Pigeon English, this theme will be studied further in the analysis section of this 
thesis. 
 
The publication of both Gender Trouble and Bodies That Matter in the early 1990s 
raised gender performativity to the limelight of literary studies. What is more, 
construction of identity is a major area of study in literary studies today, and Butler’s 
terminology is very applicable and clarifying to many literary critics. Bollobás 
introduces a possible application of the concept of performativity in literary studies. In 
They Aren’t until I Call Them he applies the ideas of performativity in his readings of 
several American literary texts, such as Nella Larsen’s Passing and Philip Roth's The 
Human Stain. He gives the term two realizations. The first is ”the original Austinian 
framework […], where the performative is treated within a coherent theory of speech 
acts” that is to say as constative and performative clauses (Bollobás 9). The second 
version is closer to Butler’s understanding, but Bollobás extends the performance of 




In this framework, it is not signifieds but other signifiers which are 
being performed by language, among them, speakers within discourse. 
Indeed, from this perspective performative acts allow speakers to 
construct themselves: subjects are created performatively, in the 
speaking and the doing. (10)  
 
In his readings Bollobás shows how subjectivities, identities in other words, are 
performatively constructed and maintained. For example, in Philip Roth's The Human 
Stain the protagonist Coleman Silk “invents his Jewishness with words, when at the 
age of twenty-six he decides to fiction his racial origins, making up an elaborate story 
about the saloon keeper Jewish father and the whole family. He passes down this 
fiction to his four children, providing the grounds for their Jewishness too” (Bollobás 
196). Such a formation of an ethnic identification is a clear example of an identity that 
is brought into being by a performative clause. Coleman Silk’s utterance of being a 
Jew makes him a Jew in the eyes of the world. Bollobás comes to the conclusion that 
“all races can be performed, the Jewish included; all one needs is a narrative of family 
origins, which will performatively bring about the Jewish identity. In other words, the 
identity does not pre-exist the narrative, rather it is the narrative that makes identity” 
(Bollobás 196). The narrative of Jewishness brings about the Jewish identity in this 
novel, or, to use Butler’s vocabulary, the Jewish identity is performed in a discourse of 
Jewishness. 
 
Using this double framework of Austinian and Butlerian performativity, Bollobás 
aims to show “how these ‘realities’ and subjectivities, which we conceptualize as 
nominals, have come about through particular processes and should, therefore, be 
40 
 
understood in active terms, as verbs rather” (11). He also ties the performative subject 
construction to a larger context. His argument, in short, is that 
 
acts are performed in (literary) texts while making “things,” among 
them, subjects. In this way, it ties not only into theories of the 
performative but also into current subjectivity theories (poststructuralist, 
including deconstructionist, postmodern, feminist, queer, post-
deconstructionist, and post-colonial), which deny the concept of the 
subject as essence and understand subjectivities inflected by gender, 
race, sexuality, class, ethnicity, etc. as constructed, discursively and 
performatively. (11) 
 
What is this performed identity like? Clarke starts out with Goffman’s idea that 
“identity is a dramatic effect: the self is an effect of a performance, the way in which 
we present ourselves in everyday life” (511). From this he moves on to discuss the 
idea of cultural identity and what he sees as its starting point: “[t]his really is the crux 
of the notion of a cultural identity; the notion of the construction of identity in relation 
to some other becomes stronger when we start to define our ‘selves’ in relation to a 
cultural Other” (518). Ponzanesi presents another way of performing identity in her 
reading of Ondaatje’s The English Patient. The characters in the novel “perform 
themselves, through narration, through memory, through forgetting” (131) to bring 
forth their diasporic selves. 
 
Butler’s idea of the stylized repetition of acts can be seen in Hakkarainen’s study of 
Turkish literature in Germany in which she states that in Özdamar’s novels the female 
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protagonists build their identities through actions of mimicry and parody that is 
realised through gestures and words that manifest sameness and otherness (118). 
Hakkarainen explains that an individual who moves between different cultures 
encounters different kinds of systems of control that can cause conflicts but offer 
opportunities for repetition with a difference (Hakkarainen 132). In my understanding 
a social group, a community, could be taken as such a system of control, and living in 
particular community requires certain kind of realization of the norms accepted within 
that social group. If one transgresses beyond the accepted norms, is belonging to that 
group at risk. Such transgressive behaviour, i.e., the repetition of the stylised acts of 
the group with too big a difference to the norm, can also be said to cause problems as 
is the case in Pigeon English. 
 
Clarke links cultural identity with ethnicity so that “[e]veryone has some form of 
cultural identity based in the notion of ethnicity” (Clarke 520). As he puts it, 
“[e]thnicity is not just about identity, but also partaking in the social conditions of a 
group” (520). Social conditions shape how ethnicity looks to an outsider, what is it 
understood to consist of, and also shapes the construction of identity. In a similar vein 
Frost defines ethnic performativity as “an interpretation of ethnicity as a constantly 
performed construction rather than an essential attribute” (195). 
 
To conclude, performativity can prove to give deeper insights on our reality. It can 
help to explain why people behave the way they do and surely explains the behaviour 
of certain groups and communities, in which certain kind of behaviour is detected in 




2.5. Performing Belonging 
 
In the book Nomadic Identities: The Performance of Citizenship May Joseph 
describes citizenship as an experience and asks how citizenship is performed under 
conditions of migrancy (3). Her focus is on  
  
the expressive domains inhabited by citizens reinventing themselves 
according to prevalent notions of authentic citizenship, either popularly 
or officially defined, whether in the way one holds one’s body, the 
music one consumes, or the kind of theater one produces. Consequently, 
the expressive enactments of citizenship explored here reiterate the 
notion that the lifeworld of citizenship entails a network of performed 
affiliations − private and public, formal and informal − through which 
the neurons of the state are activated with ideas of a polity. (Joseph 4) 
 
Here, the focus is on the state level rather than the level of the individual, identifying 
the subject of belonging as a citizen of a country. However, the quote demonstrates 
the different ways an immigrant produces his or her identity in action. Citizenship can 
be seen as one dimension of belonging, since one’s legal belonging to one nation or 
another, the acting out of one’s citizenship is, in fact, a form of performing one’s 
belonging to a given community. 
 
Similarly, Fortier addresses the issue at a more personal level as she describes her 
own performance of belonging in the Catholic and Italian community in London. She 
writes in a very personal voice of how “going to an Italian church momentarily solves 
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the ontological problem about belonging to the Italian Catholic culture in a non-
Italian, non-Catholic world” (48). For instance, she describes her visit to St Peter’s 
Italian Church in London:  
  
As I sat there in the pews, it seemed as if I was watching a re-run of part 
 of my identity in the making: the ‘stylized repetition of acts’ reached 
 into some deep- seated sense of selfhood that has sedimented into my 
 body. The rituals, in turn, cultivated a sense of belonging. This short 
 episode made me realize the extent to which cultural identity is 
 embodied and memories are incorporated, both as a result of iterated 
 actions. And how these, in turn, are lived as expressions of a deeply felt 
 sense of identity and belonging. (Fortier 48; original emphasis)     
 
Loxley extends the notion of performativity to include all human interaction. He 
paraphrases Goffman: “In their everyday lives […] people play roles that are not 
consciously acted out or chosen, but in order to take up any social position, something 
like role-play is required” (Loxley, 151). This kind of a role play is “something that 
people do all the time, in our public or professional lives, certainly, but also in what 
we might think of as a more private or informal contexts” (150-151). Goffman states 
that ”[a]ll the world is not, of course, a stage, but the crucial ways in which it isn’t are 
not easy to specify” (as cited in Loxley 151). This view seems to suggest that 
performativity is present in all areas of life, and further validates the argument of 




Nunius approaches the idea of identification with a specific group through sameness, 
i.e. the “potentially uniting and binding elements” (110). The state of sameness is not 
“durative and requires permanent efforts by the characters involved in order to 
maintain its functionality and to keep suppressed differential categories at bay” (110). 
In her reading of Zadie Smith’s On Beauty, Nunius presents three “(metaphorical) 
images of family” that are used as platforms of the construction of sameness, the 
‘real’ Belsey family, the workplace family, and the ‘Black’ family.  In the novel it is 
the crisis of the parents’ possible break-up in the Belsey family that drives the 
characters into gravitating towards these other families.  However, the bourgeois ideal 
of “love coupled with the concept of the nuclear family, is clearly presented as the 
constructive force which enables individuals to overcome the divisive nature of 
difference” (114; original emphasis). It is the idea of what a family is, in other words, 
that brings the family back into being, and it can be argued that the family has been 
constructed through performative action.  The workplace family does not function in 
the same way, since the individual’s expectations seem to be more in conflict with the 
reality and the mere wish for sameness does not seem to work in similar way. 
 
A more interesting construction concerns the constructed sameness of the ‘Black’ 
family. For the son of the Belsey family, Levi, “the idea of a black brotherhood 
assumes a vital significance (Nunius 116)” on the basis of which he begins to 
construct “an ‘authentic’ black identity in a radical way and attempts to stylise himself 
into a ‘gansta’ or ‘street’ persona” (Nunius 116). Levi’s attempts, however, end up 
looking ridiculous because of his “upper-middleclass background” (Nunius 116). As 
Nunius writes, “[i]n order to find his ‘authentic’ black identity, Levi resorts to an 
exaggerated imitation of the ‘bro’s’ on the streets in the desperate hope to thereby 
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become one of them” (117; emphasis added). These two quotes above demonstrate an 
idea of belonging to a group that is performatively achieved. Levi tries to stylise 
himself into more of a street person than he is in reality, and does so by an 
exaggerated imitation of his street comrades. It is mostly his background that 
separates him from the street crew, although perhaps he  may also go too far in his 
performance of what it is to be one of the ‘bros’.  
 
The ‘Black family’ in Nunius’s reading of Smith’s novel seems to be a very peaceful 
version of the street gang the protagonist faces in Kelman’s Pigeon English.  For the 
sake of the forthcoming analysis I will lastly in this theory section discuss Rahbek’s 
article on borders and the limits of safety that regulate the performance of belonging, 
which is based on her reading of three contemporary “condition-of-England novels,” 
namely Bernadine Evaristo’s novella Hello Mum, Sunjeev Sahota’s Ours Are the 
Streets, and Kelman’s Pigeon English.   
 
Rahbek states that these novels are “replete with imagined borders, which demarcate 
what can be done and what cannot, where youngsters can go and where they cannot, 
and even how they are allowed to act” (Rahbek 427). For children and youngsters 
these borders are markers of “increasing tribalisation of the nation”, i.e., of gangs 
becoming the dominant social arenas in the streets of their hometowns. Therefore 
these borders are not in any way meaningful to adults, “who are unaware of how tribal 
life is a constant battle, where lives are at stake if you do not adhere to the bordered 
existence that makes gangs possible in the first place” (428). Rahbek’s understanding 
of the meaning of these borders comes very close to my argument of performative 
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belonging. If one does not act the way one is supposed to in the eyes of those who 
have the power, one becomes a threat that will have to be eliminated. 
 
Rahbek suggests that Pigeon English contains two parallel discourses that are “only 
meaningful if defined against each other” (429-430), those of border discourse and 
safety discourse.  These two discourses are contradictory by nature, being at the same 
time “fixed and stable yet also fluid and dangerously unstable” (430). For example, 
the gang in Pigeon English “possess the power to erect borders and to dictate modes 
of behaviour” (Rahbek, 434). Letting those who are not in the gang to believe that 
there are safe places is part of their power game. Because they decide what is 
acceptable and what is not, crossing an even imagined border “is not a mutinous act – 
it is a potentially murderous act” (Rahbek 437). 
  
Using a similar division of safety and border discourses in the analysis will prove 
useful, and combined with an identification and analysis of different types of 
performed identities and belongings will offer an interesting testing ground for my 
argument.  In the following section I will analyse Kelman’s novel’s protagonist’s 
identity as well as his belonging and his performance in relation to his family, his 
schoolyard social circle, and in his relationship with the gang. I will do so by 
analysing the different levels of the novel. I will begin with nation, then discuss 








In this analysis I will present a reading of the novel in the light of the theories 
presented above. I will focus on three different dimensions that regulate an 
individual’s behaviour: nation, community, and identity. Nation gives the broad 
guidelines of what kind of behaviour is accepted and what is not. Community is 
stricter in terms of rules and acceptable behaviour. Also in this case a map of safe and 
unsafe spaces is dictated by the powerful community in the novel, that is, the gang. 
The final decision concerning one’s behaviour is still in the hands of the individual. 
He/she can either adapt to the rules of the surrounding social environment or step 
away from them.  In Pigeon English Harri does not do either but instead he opts for 
both and, and in doing so endangers his fragile position in the community.  
 
In the first part of this analysis I will discuss with the help of appropriate sections 
from the novel the discoveries Harri makes of the nation-level limitations and 
possibilities of his new life. Mainly, he finds these guidelines readily applicable and 
has a positive reaction to them. In the second part I will study the different groups that 
Harri acts in. I will focus on the behavioural expectations of these groups as well as 
Harri’s performances of his un/belonging to these groups. In addition to this, my goal 
in this section is to identify and study the limits and borders between the safe and the 
unsafe, which regulate these groups. 
 
In the third part I will study the different identities that Harri assumes. Some of these 
are interpellated identities, that is, identities appointed to him from the outside but he 
also tries to construct an identity for himself on the basis of his own interests. I will 
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also study these identities from a performative perspective in order to find out if and 
how Harri performs these identities. Harri’s own attempt to gain an identity is a 
combination of all these interpellated identities that others are keen to give him and of 
a moral code on human behaviour that he has built on the basis of his experiences in 
his former home country and in his family. A great deal of Harri’s identity 
construction is based on a quite strong identification with his role models, some of 
whom are positive, some negative. Harri strives to gain his father’s approval, he looks 
up to the dead boy and counts him as a friend, but he also admires the authority of the 
gang leader X-Fire and wishes to be like him. Both forms of identity will be under 




As a newcomer to London and England, Harri has a unique position to observe his 
new environment. Customs, beliefs and traditions, all of which are familiar to 
someone who has grown up in London, appear marvellous to Harri who rushes 
through them in a hurry to absorb them all. One of the first discoveries that he makes 
concerns the very vocabulary of his new environment: “In England there's a hell of 
different words for everything. It's for if you forget one, there's always one left over. 
It's very helpful. Gay and dumb and lame mean all the same” (Pigeon English 5-6). 
This observation is presented very near to the beginning of the novel, and it is already 
at this stage that Harri seems to enjoy the benefits of his new life.  
 
Harri observes and generalises, but leaves it to others to judge. As he puts it in the 
novel: “In England nobody helps you if you fall over. They can’t tell if you’re serious 
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or if it is just a trick. It’s too hard to know what’s real” (130). This quotation also 
indicates the fluidity of city life and the sifting realities. At a later point Harri ponders 
upon the reasons of indifference a bit more deeply: “In England they can never tell if 
it's a trick or serious. I think they get tricked too much and it makes them forget what 
the serious feels like” (150). 
 
When applying these customs that he has observed, Harri sees an opportunity to 
interact with his environment and even to show that his allegiances are now with 
England. He describes one particular way of showing this that in his view constitutes 
to the performance of the nation:  
 
In England they celebrate summer coming by everybody opening their 
windows wide up and putting their music on proper loud. It's a tradition. 
That's how you know it's summer. You have to do it when the sun first 
comes out. Everybody does it together. They put their flag out as well. If 
you have flag, you have to put at the same time. Then everybody knows 
you belong there and summer has come. (204) 
 
This is one way to perform “Englishness” in a way that all can participate. Billig 
suggest the concept of banal nationalism in order to understand the every-day 
reproductions of a nation state. He states that the nation is on day to day basis 
“indicated, or ‘flagged’, in the lives of its citizenry. Nationalism […] is the endemic 
condition” (Billig 6). More specifically, Billig discusses the flag as a symbol for 
national identity. He explains that “each nation has its national days which disrupt the 
normal routines. […] It could be argued that these occasions are sufficient to flag 
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nationhood, so that it is remembered during the rest of the year, when the banal 
routines of private life predominate” (45). The celebration of summer in the quotation 
above shows this kind of confirmation of belonging to the nation. Harri states that 
“[i]t’s a tradition” which indicates the unoriginal, or banal, nature of it. In the novel 
the celebration of summer takes places in June, which would coincide it with the 
celebration of the Queen’s birthday and Trooping the Colour that both are marked by 
the appearance of the Union Jack on public buildings. The celebrations can be said to 
be nationalistic by nature because both the Queen and the armed forces are very 
strong metaphors of the nation.   
 
In addition to the use of flags and other symbols, there are more direct and indeed 
more centrally directed ways the nation controls the life of its citizens. On several 
occasions Harri and his friends comment on the multitude of signs that are meant for 
help and warning, such as notices on shop entrances that forbid rollerblading or a sign 
on the river bank that advices against eating the watercress from the river. Harri 
considers some of them self-evident and therefore humorous. “There are warnings 
everywhere. They're only there to help you. They're very funny. The big fence around 
the front of the school has hutious spikes on top to stop robbers climbing over. There's 
a sign on the fence: No climbing. Serious risk of injury” (Pigeon English 46).  On 
other occasions the signs tell of a reality that is unfamiliar to Harri. As Harri is a 
rather trusting boy who has a tendency to believe in the goodness of others, he seems 
to think that some of the signs encourage people to act indifferently towards each 
other. Since he has no prior experience of a stranger being dangerous in any particular 




There's a sign next to the playground: Say no to strangers. It doesn't 
even tell you what the question is. You just have to say no to whatever 
they ask you. 
Me: ‘What if they ask where's the hospital? What if they need your 
help?’ 
Jordan: ‘Don't be gay. They never need your help. They just want to take 
you away in a van and shag you up the arse, innit.’ (98; original 
emphasis) 
 
The explanation that his friend Jordan provides seem incredible to Harri, and 
accordingly he notes: “It felt very crazy” (98). A great number of other incidences that 
are in conflict with Harri’s previous experiences receive a similar evaluation. 
Although Harri does not directly judge the various customs or beliefs he faces in 
England, he often shows an unintentional and veiled preference to customs that he is 
used to and he understands on the basis of his own experiences.     
 
Because Harri lives on a council estate in an underprivileged area of the city, the 
nation exerts its surveillance policies to control the area. In Harri’s eyes there is 
nothing peculiar about such incidences, but he seems to think that the state is 
intervening in something it has no business to get involved in. One day after school he 
sees the police outside the building where his home is. The police are clearly looking 
for something, but seem to be making no progress. Harri describes the situation: “The 
lady cop just asked about the dead boy. Did we know where he was that day and if 
anybody was after him. Did we see anything strange. We just said no. We didn't know 
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anything” (20-1). Harri and his friends questioned by the police have, in fact, heard 
the rumours about the stabbing of the older boy, but they choose to tell nothing.  
 
The general idea seems to be that it is up to the police themselves to find out the truth. 
This is further demonstrated a few pages later when surveillance helicopters scan the 
area at night. The helicopters are too high, literally and perhaps also metaphorically, 
to see what is happening on the ground: “It was some funny thing. The helicopters 
didn’t even see him. They didn't follow him or anything, they were too high up. He 
runs proper funny like a girl with his elbows all sticking out” (25).  
 
Whereas Harri has no real trust in the safety the nation offers, his mother rests her 
hopes on it and equates the nation’s safety networks with even a higher force: 
“Mamma says the CCTV cameras is just another way for God to watch you. If God's 
busy in another part of the world, like he's making an earthquake or a tide, his 
cameras can still see you. That way he can never miss anything” (116). The 
conversation that follows this statement reveals the quantity of the surveillance on the 
area as the mother notes that the “cameras are just for extra help. For the places where 
the devil is very strong. It's just to make you safer” (116) and Harri’s statement seems 
to confirm this further: “Adjei, the devil must be mighty strong around here, there's 
cameras all over the place!” (116). 
 
To conclude this section, while the nation is not really of any great importance to 
Harri, and remains on the outer skirts of the narrative, it does offer a point of interest 
to the protagonist. Both the guidance the nation state offers and the surveillance it 
exercises, as well as the generalised observations that Harri makes of the people and 
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their habits around him seem to constitute the nation in the novel. None of the 
observations of the customs and beliefs as well as the more straightforward actions of 
the state are directly connected to Harri, but clearly they offer the backdrop to the 
groups Harri acts in, which makes the nation an entity of its own.  
 
In addition, the casual observations and comments reveal the complexity of the 
environment Harri has entered. There are some traditions that are supposed to be 
performed together, such as the celebration of summer by putting out your flag, but at 
the same time one is expected to be self-sufficient and not to rely on the help of others 
in the fear of being fooled and becoming a victim of a theft or the like. On one hand 
the nation seems to be strengthening this rule of conduct, as the sign that guides one to 
say no to strangers seems to imply but on the other hand, the presence of the police 
and the helicopters suggest the help that an individual might need comes from the 
state, however ineffective it may seem to Harri. For Harri the preferred performance 
of nationality seems to be hard to grasp, partly owing to his status as a young 
immigrant but also, perhaps more importantly, because he sees the performances of 




In this section I will study three different groups that Harri is a member of. I will 
focus on the expectations of these groups, and aim to provide an answer to the 
question of what kind of behaviour produces belonging to these groups. Belonging to 
all these groups is not straightforward, so the question of whether Harri manages to 
perform belonging to these groups is crucial. I will begin with an analysis of the 
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relationships within the family to see how its state of fragmentation affects the family 
ties. In the second section I will analyse the relationships between Harri and his circle 
of friends from the schoolyard. This is perhaps the group where belonging is achieved 
to the fullest extent, and finding out the reasons for it will prove to be interesting.  The 
last group to be analysed in this section is the gang and I will focus on Harri’s 
problematic relationship with it. Finally, the boundaries and limits of Harri’s life will 
be under scrutiny. They are a part of the knowledge that is vital in surviving the harsh 




The family in the novel is in a state of fragmentation. One half of the family is half a 
world away, and phone calls are their only way of communicating with each other. 
So, at the best of times, the family only has a chance to exchange their immediate 
concerns with one another, but more often than not the calls are broken mid-sentence. 
Such an exchange of immediate concerns is seen in the following quotation: 
 
Grandma Ama: ‘[Agnes the baby sister]’s fine. She woke up this 
morning asking for banana. She ate until she was fed up.’ 
Mamma: ’How’s her temperature?’ 
Papa: ‘It’s normal. Everything’s fine. Don’t worry.’ 
Mamma: ‘I just wish I was there.’ 
Papa: ‘I know. I’ll see you soon, OK?’ (199) 
 
It seems that especially Harri’s communication with his father suffers to a significant 
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degree. When the family lived together in Ghana, the father-son relationship seems to 
have been very strong, and on several occasions Harri reminisces about events with 
his father: 
 
The best time was when Papa let me drive the pickup. We were coming 
back from the bamboo farm. I sat on his legs and did the steering. Papa 
just did the gears and pedals. Every time he changes the gear we 
pretended it’s the pickup doing a big fart. […] Mamma doesn’t know I 
drove the pickup on the road. If she knew she’d kill me. It’s only a secret 
for me and Papa. (121) 
 
In the majority of these memories Harri either learns something from his father or is 
on a ‘mission’ with his father. As can be seen from the quotation above, the father is 
perhaps not as strict with Harry as his mother is. Harry’s father lets him try out things 
his mother would not let him do, such as driving the pickup. Furthermore, the fact that 
it is shared as a secret between Harri and his father, seems important to him.  
 
Similarly, his father’s approval is of paramount importance to Harri. Moments of 
paternal approval are something that Harri occasionally remembers, as in the 
following quotation: “Papa: ‘Good work.’ Papa’s voice was smiling. I love it when his 
voice is smiling, it means you did good” (9). The importance of his father’s approval 
has not been diminished during their separation, and therefore Harri wants to tell his 
father about his accomplishments: “I’m the fastest in Year 7. It’s even official. I can’t 
wait to tell Papa” (231). Telling the father about being the fastest runner seems to be 




Harri reminisces of his past frequently in the novel, and the bulk of the memories 
centre on his family. However, his relationship with his mother seems to have been, 
while loving, not as tight-knit as with his father. After their move to London, the 
mother has been working full hours and therefore is not present regularly. She works 
as a midwife at a hospital, and is expected to work at night as well. Harri’s comment 
on this is, in all its simplicity, quite tragic: “Mamma’s never here when we need her” 
(225). His mother sees her role in the family, first and foremost, to ensure the 
children’s better future at any cost. She has resorted to take a loan from Julius, who is 
described as a thug working with illegal immigrants, supplying them with passports, 
money, and doing virtually anything that cannot be taken care of legally. However, 
Julius is no benefactor, because his main instrument in his job seems to be a baseball 
bat that “[he] calls […] the Persuader. He always brings it home from work with him” 
(94). The loan the mother has taken from him is in her mind a passport to safety for 
her and her children. As she puts it in the novel: “I did it for me, for these children. As 
long as I pay my debt they're safe and sound” (232). 
 
One aspect of the mother’s behaviour is to try and keep her children in check and out 
of trouble. This means both punishing as well as advising, as can be seen in the 
following quote, where the mother has caught Harri along with his friend Jordan 
throwing stones at a bus: 
 
Mamma: ‘Ho! What do you think you’re doing? Tell me I didn’t just see 
that. What do you have to say?’ 
Me: ‘Sorry, Mamma.’ 
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Mamma: ‘You stupid boy. I go sound you. You get yourself home right 
now.’ 
Mamma started pushing me. Jordan started laughing. I just wanted to 
die. 
Mamma: ‘And you’ll stay away from this boy.’ 
Me: ‘It was only an accident. We were only playing around.’ 
Mamma: ‘He’s a waste of time. If I see you around this boy again 
there’ll be big trouble. (189-190) 
 
Harri’s older sister Lydia seems to have adopted a more authoritative attitude towards 
her brother in imitation of their mother, at least in the presence of her friends. Not 
only does she call him Harrison, which he detests (27), but she “always acts like the 
boss when her friends come around. She’s always bluffing and telling me to go to my 
room and do my homework” (27). The new social environment places pressure also 
on her shoulders to act appropriately, to show her status. Although she is not expected 
to take part in any action, her silence is of importance. The threat is made at her as 
much as it is targeted at his brother. Harri describes a scene in which Lydia’s 
allegiances are put to the test: 
 
Everything went proper slow. Miquita was making the iron go near then 
pulling it away like a crazy game. I could feel Lydia’s scared, it made 
me scared as well. […] Lydia closed her eyes. I could even smell the 
burn before it happened. It felt like all the birds fell out the sky, dead. 
Lydia: ‘Please, I don’t know anything. I’m with you, I’m with you.’ 
Lydia opened her eyes. […] 
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Then Miquita’s face dropped. All the stiffness fell off and she was 
normal again. It happened proper quick. I even thought it was just a 
dream gone wrong. (140-1) 
 
This affects Lydia’s behaviour and triggers a change in her. Harri is frustrated by it 
and tries to find reasons for the transformation: “Asweh, Lydia's always roaring at me 
now. I don't even know how it happened. England makes people go crazy like that, I 
think it's from too many cars” (76).  Harri does not seem to understand the reality of 
the social environment as fully as his sister, and seems to ignore the full scale of the 
pressures affecting his sister. It could be argued that Lydia complies with the new set 
of rules because she understands their force whereas Harri does not comply because 
he does not understand the gravity of them. The fact that the point of view is that of a 
child narrator can be seen in comments such as the one above about the cars being the 
reason for the change in Lydia. Harri searches for a concrete reason for his sister’s 
behaviour and while doing so ignores the intangible, yet perhaps more powerful, 
reasons.   
 
The social forces influencing both Harri and Lydia affect their relationship and lead to 
actions that shock and leave them both hurt and perplexed: 
  
Me: ‘You wouldn’t have to cry if you weren’t such a big liar! And you 
look stupid in that parrot costume! You can stop wearing it now, it 
smells! Carnival’s finished! 
Lydia: ‘Just f− off!’ 
Asweh, it just felt too crazy. My belly went all cold. I never suspected 
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her to say it in million years. I didn’t even know what to do. I had to go 
to the balcony to get my breath back. (114) 
 
Since name calling and swearing are not accepted behaviour in this family, it could be 
argued that such actions drive the family members further away from each other. 
Harri has no previous experience of Lydia’s swearing and therefor he does not know 
how to react to his sister’s outburst. However, the bond between the sister and the 
brother does not break irreversibly and it could also be suggested that it grows 
stronger later when both Lydia and Harri support each other in the face of a common 
adversary.  
 
When Lydia breaks the family’s preferred mode of conduct in her actions towards 
Harri, it is not as serious as Harri’s act of swearing to his mother. The mother is more 
likely to see it as a transgression of the rules of the family, and therefore the 
repercussions are measured on a greater scale. She is not alone in her surprise of 
Harri’s swearing and although Harri’s physical reaction to it shows surprise, the 
swearing itself seems close to inevitable: 
 
Mamma pushed me to the door of my tower. […] 
Me: ‘Fuck off!’ 
I don’t even know who I was aiming at, Jordan or Mamma. I didn’t even 
care anymore. I could feel the words when they came out, they were all 
dry and sharp like knives. It was hutious but I couldn’t stop it now. 




In Nunius’s reading of Zadie Smith’s On Beauty that was discussed above in section 
2.5., the Belsey family reconstructs itself on the basis of the idea what a family is, 
despite the state of near fragmentation in the family (Nunius 114). In contrast, the 
family in Pigeon English seems to have passed the point where such idealism alone 
would bring the family together again. Both the physical and emotional distance that 
has developed between the family members seem to inhibit the unification of the 
family. It could be argued that since the family unit is fragmented, the space to 
perform the family and belonging to it has disappeared. 
 
To sum up, the division of the family seems to have affected the relationships between 
the family members. In the case of the father, the separation is hard on Harri, who has 
previously taken his cues from his father, and the father has been his greatest role 
model. Now that the father is not present, Harri only has his memories to rely on and 
the security the father has offered has diminished considerably. The missing father 
affects Harri’s relationship with his mother, because the mother seems to have taken 
over the responsibilities of the father. She has risen to the role of an authority figure in 
the family, but her realisation of it as well as Harri’s response to it may also be seen as 
a confusion concerning their roles in the family. The change in the mother’s 
behaviour, in addition to her absence caused by her irregular work hours, leave both 
Harri and Lydia to take care of themselves in a situation where the security of a home 
generated by parental solicitude seems vital. Towards the end of the novel Harri and 
Lydia come to rely on each because of the similarity of their situations, despite that 
they have their quarrels. The division within the family may seem quite deep, but the 
familial ties are strong as can be seen in Harri’s relationship with Lydia that seems to 
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grow stronger, once they have solved their differences that their new environment has 
caused. 
 
The state of fragmentation that the family is in and the confusion of roles within the 
family can be read as a metaphor of the social environment the family has entered. If 
such a tight-knit entity as a family is fragmented, how can the community at large stay 
united?  Fragmentation of nation, community, and identity is the reality that the 
family unit has entered into, and the performances that construct these three are 
therefore important.  
 
3.2.2. Schoolyard Friends 
 
Another clearly presented group in the novel consists of the circle of friends with 
whom Harri spends his time at school. This is arguably the easiest group to belong to, 
although its belonging should not be taken as a granted. There are several individuals 
who have been excluded, such as Altaf, who is “very quiet. Nobody really knows him. 
You’re not supposed to talk to Somalis because they’re pirates. Everybody agrees” 
(52). Nevertheless, the rules, games and dares that govern the relationships and power 
structures between these children are constantly negotiated and brought into view in 
the novel:  
  
Chevon Brown and Saleem Khan swapped watches. […] Everybody 
was happy with the deal but then Saleem Khan wanted to swap back. 
Saleem Khan: ‘I’ve changed my mind, that’s all.’ 
Chevon Brown: ‘But we shook on it, man.’ 
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Saleem Khan: ‘I had my fingers crossed, innit.’ 
Chevon Brown: ‘Pussy clart. Two punches.’ 
Saleem Khan: ‘No, man. One.’ 
Chevon Brown: ‘On the head though.’ 
Saleem Khan: ‘On the shoulder, on the shoulder.’ 
Chevon Brown: ‘Rarse.’ 
Chevon Brown punched Saleem Khan proper hard and gave him a dead 
arm. It was his fault for going back on the deal. (13-14) 
 
This quotation demonstrates that backing up on a deal is in principle forbidden, but if 
you have your fingers crossed, it is acceptable. In any case, it is something that must 
be punished, seen here in the punches, which clearly are accepted as a form of 
punishment. A similar settling of common rules can be seen in the following 
passages:  
 
Dean: ‘If we don’t step on any cracks for the rest of the term, then the 
holidays will be sunny every day and we won’t get any homework. 
Agreed?’ 
All of us: ‘Agreed!’  
The first to step on a crack gets their head flushed down the toilet. (237) 
 
Later, when one of the boys in this pact breaks the rule, the others “all gave him one 
dirty blow on the arm. He even let us do it” (245). This seems to tie in with an 
observation that Gregson and Rose have made about the emergence of group identity. 
They claim that “a sense of shared identity” is articulated “through shared practice” 
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and suggest further that “[t]he process of participation […] is itself productive in its 
creation of group identity” (440). So, when each of the boys in this group takes part in 
the shared settling of rules or swapping possessions, they reinforce the group and the 
group identity. Their performances of the group, in other words, actualise the 
existence of the group. 
 
While the rules are very visible in this group and they are constantly negotiated, there 
are individuals to whom these rules do not apply as fully as they do to others. There 
are clearly distinguished levels of respect that appear to affect how each of the boys is 
treated: “Brayden Campbell is the toughest in Year 7. Nobody has ever beaten him. 
He’s big and fast at the same time. His special move is the headlock. […] Chevon 
Brown is the second toughest. He’s not as big a Brayden but he’s probably faster. He’s 
never scared” (174). Harri considers himself to be quite high on this ranking. “I don’t 
really have a special move yet. I’m better at defence than attack. I’m still one of the 
toughest in Year 7, probably number four or three. I’m very fast” (175). Gaining the 
others’ respect is not only about being treated differently than others. In this harsh 
reality respect or the lack thereof can also be regarded as a matter of life and death, as 
can be seen in the following example: “Miquita: ‘But I don’t respect [the dead boy].  
It’s his own fault he got killed, he shouldn’t have been fronting. You play with fire 
you get burned, innit’” (28).  
 
As can be seen in the passages above, belonging to this group of schoolboys is made 
easy by the visibility of the rules and the fact that the rules are constantly being 
negotiated. While the punishments, such as being punched, can seem crude, they are 
generally accepted by all who are a part of this group as a rudimentary part life.  
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3.2.3. The Gang 
 
Harri’s relationship with the gang is much more problematic. X-Fire, the leader of the 
gang, is willing to give Harri a chance to become a gang member on the condition that 
Harri “proves his abilities” acceptably. Thus, Harri stands on the threshold, but is 
unable to twist his morals enough to enter fully.  
 
The gang captures Harri’s interest right from the beginning, and especially the leader 
of the gang, X-Fire seems to hold a special interest in Harri’s eyes. It is X-Fire’s 
leading position and authority in the gang that interests Harri, because “’[a]t least 
nobody tells him what to do all the time’” (97). Harri has no such status in his family 
or in the various other groups that he acts in, so his interest for X-Fire seems natural. 
X-Fire’s position as the gang leader is very clear to Harri as he is “the best at 
basketball and fighting. Everybody agrees. He has chooked the most people” (38). All 
this contributes to X-Fire’s becoming a very important role model for Harri, an issue 
that will be discussed next in this analysis. 
 
Harri admires X-Fire’s looks as well as his authority. Because X-Fire has cornrolls, 
Harri would like to get a similar hairdo, because “[i]t's bo-styles” (96). In the same 
situation, Lydia offers her more realistic interpretation of X-Fire and the whole gang. 
She states that “[t]hey get the younger ones to do tricks for them. They have them all 
running around. It's very sad” (96-97). Lydia seems to have caught on Harri’s 
admiration for X-Fire and perhaps she tries to steer Harri clear of it by bringing the 




On the basis of X-Fire’s example Harri experiments with the form of identity that 
seems to be the most accepted in his environment, namely that of the street thug: 
 
When Mamma was in the shower I got the tomato knife from the block. 
It was just a test. You had to be extra careful with the pointy end. I held 
it like an ironboy, I chooked the air like it was an enemy. I put it in my 
trousers. I walked around with it and pretended like there was a war. I 
pretended like God forgot me so I could do all the bad war things and 
not even have to feel it.  
Me: ‘There’s a war! God has forgotten me! Papa has forgotten me! All 
the lights on the street are broken and the wolves are chasing us! It’s 
every man for himself! (I only said it inside my head.) I had to put the 
knife back in the end, it was getting too hutious. It’s too sharp. I kept 
waiting to cut my own leg. […] If a war starts I’ll just split instead, it’s 
easier. I’m the best runner in Year 7, only Brett Shawcross can even 
catch me. (134) 
 
Harri does not feel at home in this identity, it is too scary and the requirements seem 
too high, as is seen phrases such as “God has forgotten me! Papa has forgotten me!” 
(134). In the end, Harri lets go of this identity and settles for the more accepted role of 
the fastest runner in Year 7. 
 
However, the perks of being in the gang are very clear to Harri: “If I was in the Dell 
Farm Crew Vilis wouldn’t abuse me anymore. If I wanted to swap my trainers the 
other person would have to do it and there’d be no swapping back” (56). In addition, 
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Harri believes that if he were a member, he would have enough authority to change 
the gang members’ behaviour: “Those kinds of missions are the best, when everybody 
helps and you get a reward after. Somebody should tell the Dell Farm Crew about 
them. I could pass on the message” (113). However, there are no real guarantees that 
Harri’s social prestige would increase, even if he helped the gang or were its member. 
Jordan, Harri’s friend, runs all sorts of errands for the gang, ranging from helping in 
thefts to hiding a gun. Still, “Jordan doesn’t get paid for helping them, he just gets 
some cigarettes or one week of freedom where they don’t try to kill him. It’s not even 
a good deal. If it was me I’d want a tenner every time” (16). However, Jordan may be 
exaggerating the gravity of his errands (the gun) because he is not described as a very 
reliable person, but Harri has witnessed him helping in thefts.  
 
If Harri seems to be interested in X-Fire, so does also he seem to be interested in the 
younger boy: “I was the dead boy. X-Fire was teaching us about chooking […] I was 
the dead boy because X-Fire picked me” (14). This also shows that X-Fire wants to 
give Harri a chance and perhaps extra advantages to make him join the gang. In the 
novel X-Fire asks Harri: ”‘You sure you ready for this? You ain’t gotta do it if you 
ain’t got the balls’” (56). He also offers his help, perhaps to ensure Harri’s success. 
How real this help is, when it comes down to it, is however another matter, as the 
following quotation shows: “X-Fire: ‘We’ll back you up, innit. I’ll tell you if 
someone’s coming.’ [...] I looked around for help but X-Fire and Dizzy were gone, all 
I could hear was them laughing in the distance” (57). Harri is trying to fulfil his first 





When it comes to performing one’s role to gain entrance, the gang seems to be 
sending mixed messages to Harri. Was he supposed to trust them to help him? Or 
should he have expected the others to make a run for it? In the end, his performance is 
judged lacking and it may have been enough to turn the gang against him: “Clipz: ‘I 
heard you failed the first test. That's weak, man!’ I wanted to be a bomb. I wanted to 
knock them all down. That's how it felt like. I kept waiting for him to laugh but his 
face was still hard like he meant it. Like we were enemies” (65). This leaves Harri 
even more confused and as a result he is unsure of how to react to the gang in the 
future.  
  
However, Harri is given another chance to enter the gang, by helping in a theft and 
running away with the loot. This time the entire situation conflicts with Harri’s 
morals, because the target “had to be someone weaker, that way you could knock 
them down easily. They couldn’t fight back and it was quicker” (117). The target, 
elderly Mr Frimpong, is a decrepit man from Harri’s congregation, and as a result 
Harri is unable to go through with the theft. He leaves the scene, feeling like wanting 
“to shit. I turned around and ran as fast as I could. I didn’t look back anymore. I just 
had to get away” (119). Harri knows that this time there would be no other chance to 
get in, “[i]t was my last chance. If you fail two missions you’ll never get in. All you 
had to do was stay until the end” (119). And, indeed, later on  
 
X-Fire made gun sign at me. He was on the cafeteria steps when I went 
past. He made a gun with his finger and pointed it right at my head. I 
didn’t know what to do. […] 
Dizzy: ‘Why’d you run out on us? We ain’t gonna forget that shit, man.’ 
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X-Fire: ‘Keep your mouth shut, yeah Ghana? For serious.’ 
I wasn’t even going to say anything, I know the rules already. A finger 
gun means that if you tell you die. It felt crazy to be enemies, it was just 
too big. I don’t even know how it happened. From today onward I’m 
going to need eyes in the back of my head. (124-5) 
 
This incident takes place roughly in the middle of the narrative. After this the gang 
becomes a threatening entity that remains first in the background but constantly gains 
more ground. This change and Harri’s choice of an identity that is more of his own 
making ultimately lead to his demise at the end of the novel. Harri has crossed a 
border, entered an uncharted territory, and no one is able to predict the outcome of it.   
 
The gang is now totally closed from Harri, and at this point he seems to begin to 
understand that the gang is not just playing games, or the game that it is playing is 
deathly serious. While Harri has played the game, until now he has not really 
understood its rules. He has stepped beyond the border of safety and his ambiguously 
admiring relationship to the gang can no longer shield him. From now on, whatever 
he does seems to be against the gang’s code of accepted behaviour.  
 
Although Harri’s admiration of X-Fire is strong, it does not seem to transfer to the 
gang in general. Interestingly enough, X-Fire seems not to be present when Harri’s 
perhaps greatest transgression against the gang takes place in a scene in which Harri 
and his friend Dean cause commotion and in the course of it gather fingerprints from 
the gang members. It could be suggested that because X-Fire is not present at this 
defining moment, Harri does not think he is transgressing against him and thus X-
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Fire’s status as a role model for Harri is not compromised. Harri may also believe that 
X-Fire’s authority in the gang is absolute, which is not the case, and because of that 
and X-Fire’s previously shown interest in Harri will shield him from the gang’s wrath.  
 
The novel abounds with different kinds of limitations and borders. The nation state 
exerts its power in the form of heavy surveillance and guiding signs. The social 
environment is largely governed by rules that everybody agrees on, although the gang 
seems to be a closed system operating outside the social system at large. Schimanski 
has defined borders in terms of border crossing and seems to suggest that the border-
crosses constitutes to the existence of the border. His understanding of the border 
stems from the following statement: “The crossing of the border involves the passage 
of the border-crosser from one territory to another, and the passage is marked by the 
border” (Schimanski 41; original emphasis). In other words, the act of border-crossing 
creates the border. Furthermore, Rahbek notes on the borders in Pigeon English that 
they are “imagined borders, which demarcate what can be done and what cannot, 
where youngsters can go and where they cannot, and even how they are allowed to 
act” (427). As Rahbek puts it, the borders are a part of an “inherited ‘knowledge’ that 
the kids in the streets on the estates pass on to each other” (427).  
 
In the novel, borders are invisible, but perhaps this makes them all the more 
meaningful. They are something that has to bear in mind at all times. These borders 
are not meaningful to adults, who, as discussed in section 2.5., do not see the 
harshness of the social reality their children live in. Although Harri is a newcomer, he 




You can’t see the lines but you know they’re there. You just have to 
carry them in your head. The tunnel behind the shopping centre is one 
line. If you cross it you’ll be slipping. [...] The road going past my 
school is the next line. Behind it is no-go. The nearest I’ve been is he 
bus stop next to the hill. I’ve never been further than that. The next line 
is the road at the end of the river. McDonald’s is on the other side. I’ve 
never been there except with Mamma on the bus. If you go there on your 
own you’ll be slipping. That road belongs to the Lewsey Hill Crew. 
The last line is the train tracks. They’re proper far away behind the river. 
I’ve never been that far. The train tracks is where they fight all the wars. 
[…] The lines make a square. Only if you stay in the square you’ll be 
safe. That’s you home. If you stay there they can’t kill you. The best 
thing about home is all the places to hide in. (Pigeon English 147) 
 
The feeling of a reality that is hidden from the adults is intensified by local rumours of 
on-going feuds in the area. Harri, however, disbelieves this because of lack of 
evidence: “Everybody says there’s a war but I haven’t seen it yet. There’s a hell of 
wars going on all the time. [...] You’d know if there was a war because all the 
windows would be broken and the helicopters would have guns on them. The 
helicopters don’t even have guns, just torchlights” (133). He does not seem to 
understand that the wars in the area are minor, perhaps even personal, feuds that are 
solved by applying the laws of the streets. In addition, he seems to be unable to take 
sides independently. “I don‘t even think there’s a war. I haven’t seen it. I don’t even 
know what side I’m on. Nobody’s told me yet” (133). Perhaps because he does not see 




In addition to the limitations stemming from outside sources, Harri constructs safe 
zones of his own. Regarding the flat where he lives with his mother and sister, Harri 
has a clear plan for how to behave in case the safety of the home is compromised:  
 
If they get inside we have to chook them with a fork (you can’t chook 
them with a knife because it’s murder. Fork is not. Fork is just self-
defence) […] While I’m fighting the invaders Lydia or Mamma are 
calling the police. I’d aim for the eyes because it’s the softest part. It 
would just make them blind. Then when they can’t see anything I’d push 
them outside and into the lift. The lift is safe. (27)   
 
Harri sets limits on who can enter and monitors the front door of the flat: “I looked 
through the spyhole. It was only Miquita and Chanelle. I unlocked the locks and let 
them in. Miquita: ’What’s this, security?’” (27). At a later point, Lydia takes part in 
deciding who is wanted at their home by standing up to her friend Miquita. Harri 
threatens to send Julius after her, but Lydia sets limits to this as well: “Lydia: No you 
won’t. Just go home, Miquita. We don’t want you here anymore’” (225). 
 
In addition to the physical lines of safety constructed around their home, there are 
numerous occasions in the novel where Harri comments on his feelings while running. 
Because he is faster than his adversaries, running becomes another safe zone for him. 
In one such occasion Harri describes it: “I started running. [The Dell Farm Crew] 
never catch me, they’re just too slow. Sometimes I run straight home […]. But if I 
want to make the chase longer I go twisty like a snake” (148). In so doing he can even 
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trick the gang into what he considers a play. Feeling safe while running is a boundary 
of Harri’s own making, one that is not to be disturbed by any other. It is noteworthy 
that in the last scene of the novel, Harri has just stopped running when his killer 
surprises him in the stairway to his home. This time he had been running so long that 
he has nearly no strength left, which is the only possible and tangible limitation of the 
safe zone of his running.  
 
To conclude, the gang is highly esteemed socially in the novel, and therefore they 
have the power to set limits on the behaviour of the others. Supposedly, gaining 
membership in the gang would benefit Harri and give him more prestige, but the 
member candidates are expected to perform their parts flawlessly. As Harri does not 
succeed in this, and begins to act in a way the gang does not approve, he is to be 
excluded from the gang and punished. It seems that Harri shapes a great deal of his 
behaviour according to X-Fire who is an important role model for Harri. Whether it is 
about outside appearances or behaviour, Harri seems willing to try X-Fire’s example, 
although in the end he comes to realise that it does not suit him. 
 
A second conclusion seems to be that the novel presents two types of borders: borders 
that are part of the shared information about the spaces of the streets, and borders that 
are constructed individually. Because of the high social prestige the gang controls the 
shared borders and can change them at will. To Harri this seems to add to his 
confusion of how he is supposed to act. The borders that Harri has constructed by 
himself are perhaps somewhat more inflexible and physical, except in the case of the 
running, which is a safety marker that he is able to resort to at all times. These lines 
and borders, being meaningful to the individual, are not enough to keep Harri safe, 
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despite his best efforts. When he steps out of the safety of his own borders, he 




In this section I will study the different identities that Harri assumes. First I will study 
Harri’s realisation of the interpellated identities that he is provided with. Those who 
interpellate Harri expect him to just ‘slide’ into those given identities and act 
accordingly, as is the typical expectation in interpellation, discussed in section 2.4 
above. Such interpellated identities include Harri’s role within the family, his role as 
Poppy’s boyfriend and his potential membership in the Dell Farm Crew, which has 
already been partly discussed in the previous section.  
 
In the second part of this section I will discuss the construction of identity that is in 
Harri’s own hands, namely his adoption of the detective identity. Playing detectives 
with Dean makes him a threat to the gang. This performance appears to emphasize 
that Harri behaves in a wrong way: his adoption of the detective identity complete 
with mannerisms and speech style is the opposite of how the gang would want Harri 
to act, and further demonstrates his act of border crossing. My aim in this section is to 
demonstrate how Harri’s chosen identity exposes him to danger.   
 
3.3.1. Interpellated Identities 
 
The most direct example of hailing of an identity is Harri’s mother, who often calls 
him by his Christian name. This naming is usually followed by a reprimand or an 
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advice on how to behave and it is clear that she expects Harri to behave in a certain 
way: “Mamma: ‘Harrison! Stop that palaver. Put your belt on’” (20). Her expectations 
tend to come true, because as in cases as the one above, Harri usually obeys her. Yet 
her ‘negative hailing’ seems to have a similar effect, as can be seen in the following: 
“That’s why Mamma won’t let me to get a hoodie, for if I cover my face. I don’t even 
want to cover my face, I only want to keep my ears warm. I hate it when Mamma 
calls me a liar” (112). Harri tells this a little while before he takes part in his second 
trial to be a gang member and later, during the incident states that “I put my coat over 
my head” (118) in order to stay unrecognisable. So in the case of Harri’s mother, the 
interpellated identity comes true.  
 
Lydia tries to imitate her mother’s behaviour, but she has no similar kind of authority 
over Harri. “Lydia: ‘Just let them in, Harrison.’ Me: ’Don’t call me Harrison, you’re 
not Mamma.’” (27). This exchange of words indicates that the name ‘Harrison’ and 
the identity that comes with it is restricted to be used by the mother. There are no 
incidences in the novel of the father calling his son by his given name, which may be 
interpreted as a sign of their closer relationship and the use of the more casual ‘Harri’.    
 
In Harri’s relationship with Poppy, she clearly has the upper hand, although their 
relationship is based on mutual consent. Their behaviour largely creates their status as 
a couple. Harri takes his cue from Poppy and thereby affirms and actualizes his role as 
her boyfriend. To quote the novel: 
 




Poppy: ‘That’s for babies! This is the proper way, look.’ 
The proper way is to mix all your fingers up with the fingers of the other 
person. That way is more sexy. Girls just like it better. It makes you 
hand go proper sweaty but it still feels lovely. (146) 
 
One reason why Harri likes Poppy is that they have similar tastes: “Poppy loves my 
Diadoras. She thinks they’re bo-styles. That’s why we belong together, because we 
love the same things. We both love Diadoras and Michael Jackson and we both prefer 
the red grapes more than green” (145). It is one more reason for him to accept 
Poppy’s rules and live by them.  
 
Poppy is definitely a positive force in Harri’s life. Not only does she give him much 
needed balance in a world of petty rivalries and thug mentality, but she also has the 
ability to change Harri’s behaviour towards a secure and more generally accepted 
direction. Following her lead, copying her performance, Harri begins to understand 
the rules of peaceful co-living. “Poppy waved to me through the window. I waved to 
her. It didn’t even feel gay, it felt like the best thing to do. That’s why people wave to 
each other, because it makes them belong. It tells the whole world” (260).  
 
Unfortunately Poppy’s example is not enough to keep Harri away from trouble, 
because he is already too much in the gang’s disfavour. Harri’s relationship with the 
gang originated as an older boy’s dubious gesture of goodwill to look out for Harri, as 
can be seen in the following passage that describes one of the first direct situations of 
interaction between X-Fire and Harri: “X-Fire: ’Keep it real, Ghana. You get any shit, 
you come to me, yeah?’”(39). This shows that X-Fire has taken the trouble to inquire 
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about Harri’s origins, and naming him Ghana is a sort of an affirmation of Harri’s 
status as a newcomer who is not yet familiar with the rules of his new life. By naming 
Harri anew X-Fire extends an identity to Harri and assumes that Harri wants to be in 
the gang and will therefore act in a way befitting his new role. For Harri, X-Fire is the 
gang, embodiment of what it is to be in the gang, and therefore Harri is willing to go 
along with the plans of the gang as far he can. When the gang’s expectations for Harri 
remain unrealised, Harri’s relationship with the gang turns into a lethal game that 
neither Harri nor X-Fire has the possibility to win or even to influence. It is Killa, 
another gang member, and not X-Fire who regards Harri as a real threat and hence 
makes the final move in the game that costs Harri his life.  
 
The novel shows examples of both successful and unsuccessful hailing. The case 
seems to be that Harri has no single reaction to being interpellated and much depends 
on who does the interpellating, where, and also for what reason. Harri also adds his 
own interpretation to the interpellated identities he receives, which shows that he is 
not to be defined by anyone other than himself.  
 
3.3.2. Independent Identity Construction 
 
In addition to the interpellated identities Harri is provided by others, the novel shows 
examples of an identity that is built independently without outside influences, such as 
the detective identity that Harri comes to assume. The basis of Harri’s independent 
identity construction can be said to lie in his own intuition and the moral guidelines he 
has adopted. There are a number of incidences of this in the novel, such as the 
following quotation: “The flowers on the coffin said Son and Forever. But it felt like 
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Forever was already finished. It felt like somebody took it away when they killed the 
dead boy. It’s not supposed to happen. Children aren’t supposed to die, only old 
people. It made me worried if I was the next” (37). As this quotation shows, Harri is 
worried over his own safety, but as he is still assured that children are not supposed to 
die, this cannot happen to him. This is, however, temporary, and later he seems to 
have forgotten his worries totally. He seems to be unable to accommodate to the new 
set of rules that city life has brought with it.  
 
This is, perhaps, his greatest shortcoming and one of the most important reasons, why 
his attempts to belong fail. The arbitrariness of city life is unfamiliar to him and also 
his moral guidelines seem to be in conflict with the reality he has entered.  Harri does 
not realise that he is just another individual in the city and therefore anything that can 
happen to someone else, can happen to him, too. He sees himself to be outside his 
immediate social surroundings to some extent. This is due to his status as a 
newcomer, which is also why Harri observes his surroundings to learn from them, 
when in fact this observing makes him an outsider. The other kids in Harri’s social 
circle do not engage in such activities. 
 
As previously discussed, Harri’s admiration for X-Fire is strong, but his identification 
with the dead boy can be said to be as powerful. Harri identifies quite strongly with 
the dead boy and looks up to him in a sort of awe: “Me and the dead boy were only 
half friends, I didn’t see him very much because he was older and he didn’t go to my 
school. He could ride his bike with no hands and you never even wanted him to fall 
off” (4). Because Harri was “a half friend” with the dead boy and not really close to 
him, he does not affect Harri’s behaviour directly, like X-Fire as was discussed in the 
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previous section.  In a similar vein, even the dead boy’s relationship with the gang is a 
point of reverence to Harri, as can be seen in the following quotation:  
 
The dead boy was brilliant in basketball. One time he scored a basket 
from one end of the court to the other. You’ll never see one like that 
again. Everybody said it was a fluke but he just smiled like he planned it 
all along. He didn’t even bluff about it, he just carried on playing. X-Fire 
kept calling him a poser but he didn’t even listen to him. When X-Fire 
and Killa started pushing him he just pushed them back. He wasn’t 
scared of anything. (240) 
 
The dead boy had the courage to resist the gang, perhaps because he is closer in age to 
them and has had no illusions about them. As I have already shown in section 3.2.3, 
Harri’s relationship with the gang is quite the opposite. 
 
This identification with the dead boy gives rise to a new kind of behaviour that carries 
all the signs of a performance with it: “[Dean and I] were spies. We watched the 
crowd for suspicious activity. That’s when people act sneaky because they’ve got 
something to hide, Dean learned it from the real detective shows” (35). Harri, as well 
as his friend Dean, assume the identities of private detectives. For Harri this is a way 
to honour the dead boy by trying to solve the mystery of his killer. He justifies this 
with the bond that he feels he has with the dead boy: “[w]e’re proper detectives now. 
It’s a personal mission. The dead boy told the rogues to leave me alone one time when 
they were hooting me for wearing anklefreezers (that’s when the legs of your trousers 
are too short)” (47). In their imitation of private detectives, Harri and Dean not only 
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assume the activities of detectives, but also the style of speech that detectives and 
policemen use in television series as the following quotation shows:  
 
 Dean: ‘Anything?’ 
Me: ‘Not yet. Unknown white male came, bought a burger, went again. 
No signs of guilt.’ 
Dean: ‘Keep ’em peeled.’ 
Me: ‘Right you are, Guv. That’s an affirmative on keeping ’em peeled.’ 
(155) 
 
Gathering the suspect’s fingerprints is one of the activities that Harri and Dean engage 
in their detective personas. The following quotation describes such activity: 
 
All [Killa’s] fingers were touching the glass. All his fingerprints were 
captured in one place. […] I got right behind Killa, then pushed him 
hard in the back. There wasn’t enough time to be scared, I just bumped 
him and got ready to run. […] Dizzy and Clipz came after me. Killa just 
stood there all confused and red eyes. Dean got to work with the 
sellotape, he stuck it where Killa’s fingers touched the window, then he 
pulled it off again sharp-sharp and ran the other way back to the 
assembly hall. Killa didn’t know what to do or who to chase. He just 




They are not entirely sure in what way the fingerprints will ease their job, but to them 
it is one of the major tasks of a detective and therefore something that they must 
perform.  
 
Harri’s detective identity seems to be in direct conflict with his admiration of X-Fire, 
the gang leader. Harri seems to have understood now that his behaviour makes him a 
threat to the gang. Because of that, as his last straw Harri tries to go through a 
mythical transformation to become a superhero: ”If I eat the crab apples I’ll get all the 
superpowers I need. […] I swear by God, it was the most disgusting thing I’ve ever 
tasted! I wanted to spit but I had to swallow it for the spell to work” (247). Harri 
seems to think that in order to survive the trench of conflicting identities that he has 
unknowingly dug himself into he needs to gain powers beyond the ordinary scope of 
human existence. 
 
Harri’s death in the stairwell at the end of the novel reflects the incomplete 
construction of identity. Rahbek notes that “[s]tairs are at best ambiguous places, 
going up and down simultaneously, a kind of in-between or interstitial space” 
(Rahbek 435), referring to Bhabha’s theorisation in Location of Culture, where stairs 
are read as a metaphor for celebratory cultural hybridity (Bhabha 4).  Rahbek 
continues on the significance of the stairwell in the novel:  
 
the stairwell is a disgusting and horribly real place, yet an alleged 
marker of safety. It is where people go to piss and puke and also where 
Harrison is killed, when he has found out who the murderer is. […] 
There is no Bhabhian sense of enabling hybridity here, no sense of 
81 
 
symbolic interaction. The stairwell is a profoundly real place in a world 
of imagined borders. It is a place where power operates to keep in force 
primordial polarities between victim and aggressor. The stairwell fixes 
Harrison’s identity as victim. (Rahbek 435; added emphasis) 
 
None of Harri’s attempts to construct an identity have been successful and at the end 
of the novel he pays the ultimate price for his transgressive ways. The interpellated 
identities have not been right for him but neither has he been able to construct an 
identity on his own accord. Those in power in his social environment have judged his 
performances of identity lacking and inappropriate. He remains in the stairwell 
forever, unable to construct an identity that would enable him to act his belonging to 
his surroundings sufficiently. 
 
In conclusion, Harri’s independent identity construction is greatly based on his 
observations about his role models. The dead boy and X-Fire seem to be his most 
important points of reference, although they seem to represent totally different values 
and codes of conduct. The dead boy, being dead and only vaguely familiar to Harri, 
seems more imagined than real, which is also the case in the adoption of the private 
detective persona that is also based on Dean’s perception of the detectives in 
television series. These two can be said to be the positive role models in Harri’s life, 
whereas X-Fire, the only physical, tangible role model is a negative one. Harri 
experiments with different types of identities, and the fact that he seems to be 
alternating between them is not looked upon approvingly. The last scene of the novel 
seems to mirror this incomplete construction of identity and leaves the identity of the 





The aim of this thesis was to study Stephen Kelman’s Pigeon English from a point of 
view of performativity and belonging. The focus of the study was on the protagonist 
Harri and his realization of a performed identity and the performance of belonging to 
the various groups presented in the novel.   
 
In the introduction of this thesis I discussed the contexts of the current study. A 
description of the plot was followed by a discussion of the author and his reasons to 
write the novel. The greatest reason seemed to be the author’s own background as a 
resident of a council estate and the will to tell a story of the positive sides of a 
negative situation. This was followed by a description of the real event that has also 
influenced the author, namely the stabbing of Damilola Taylor. The similarities 
between this incident and the novel show that the problems of council estates in 
London described in the novel are the reality of them, and the novel is perhaps one 
way to shed light on these problems.  
 
In the theory section of this thesis a framework for the analysis of the novel was set 
up. The most important concepts of this study are performativity and belonging, but in 
order to approach them contextually, the theoretical section began with an attempt to 
define the genre of Pigeon English. In this section I suggested that the novel is 
difficult to place within one literary genre. Pigeon English carries the marks of several 
genres, and it could be studied, for instance, as an example of the portrayal of 
blackness in Britain or as a multicultural novel. The novel seems to participate in a 
performance, as it carries markers of several genres with it, but the realisation of those 
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markers depends on the point of view. This was followed by a theoretical discussion 
of concepts of diaspora, belonging, and performativity and ultimately the performance 
of belonging. These issues were discussed in the contexts of community and an 
individual because community is the space in which an individual belongs to and the 
individual is the one who performs this belonging. The experience of diaspora can be 
said to cause the problem of belonging, when one finds oneself in a situation where 
belonging is not straightforward and there the performance of one’s identity and 
indeed, belonging, become questions of great importance.  
 
The theoretical framework established in the theory section of the thesis was applied 
to the analysis of the novel. The novel was analyzed in terms of its description of 
nation, community and identity. The nation, while not in the foreground in the novel, 
is presented as an active yet ineffective agent. The state tries to exert surveillance 
policies and guidance to its citizens but the protagonist deems these attempts 
inefficient. Belonging to the nation seems easy, but the ways to perform it are many, 
which causes problems.  
 
The different communities presented in the novel, namely the family, the peer group 
and the gang, all seem to have their own set of rules that regulate the group members’ 
behaviour. The relationships between the family members seem to have changed to 
some degree, but the ties between especially Harri and his sister seem not to have 
suffered much. The rules of the family are upheld by the mother, but because she is 
not present for much of the narrative, the rules are more in the hands of the children. 
Also, the mother has taken the responsibilities of the father to bear, which may cause 
problems in the perceived roles of the family members. In the case of Harri’s circle of 
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friends, where belonging is made easiest, because the rules of existence are made 
visible and they change only on mutual agreement. Then again, in the case of the 
gang, belonging is made difficult because the rules are difficult to grasp and finally, 
Harri’s transgression of them becomes too apparent. Although Harri bases a great deal 
of his behaviour on his reading of his role models, the analysis reveals the role models 
to be contradictory. X-Fire, the only concrete role model in the novel represents an 
identity, namely that of the street thug that is not appropriate for Harri because he 
does not feel at home in it. 
 
Identity was studied as a result of interpellation and also of independent construction. 
The interpellated identities that Harri receives generate multiple responses that depend 
on who interpellates, in what situation, and for what reason. Harri also adds his own 
interpretations to the interpellated identities, which shows that he is not willing to be 
defined by others but is rather active in constructing his own identity. The final scene 
of the novel reflects the incomplete identity construction and cements Harri’s identity 
to be that of the victim.    
 
Because Pigeon English is a relatively recent novel, the possibilities for its further 
study are many. In fact, this was one of the difficulties of this study, to find 
appropriate reference literature, because few critical studies dealing with Pigeon 
English are available. My thesis has mainly concentrated on the protagonist of the 
novel, because his voice dominates the narrative, but the other characters in the novel 
are one possible area of further study. For example, Lydia’s un/conforming to her 
surroundings is presented in the novel to differ from Harri’s strategies, so studying 
where this difference stems from would prove interesting, as also would a 
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comparative study of the survival strategies the brother and sister use in the novel. 
The limitations of council estate life were touched upon in this thesis, but the bordered 
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Aikaamme ehkä parhaiten kuvaava sana on liikkuvuus. Yksittäiset ihmiset, ryhmät ja 
jopa kansakunnat ovat syystä tai toisesta joutuneet jättämään kotiseutunsa ja tämän 
seurauksena moniin Länsi-Euroopan maihin on syntynyt diasporisia yhteisöjä. Pro 
gradu -työni perustavanlaatuisena oletuksena on, että näistä pakotetuista ja 
vapaaehtoisista asuinpaikan muutoksista johtuen tunne tiettyyn paikkaan tai yhteisöön 
kuulumisesta on tullut vaikeammaksi saavuttaa.  
 
Tutkielmani ensimmäisessä luvussa esittelen työlleni oleelliset kontekstit ja esittelen 
tutkimukseni tarkoituksen. Pro gradu -työssäni tarkastelen englantilaisen kirjailijan 
Stephen Kelmanin vuonna 2011 ilmestynyttä romaania Pigeon English. Romaani on 
Kelmanin ensimmäinen ja kirjailija on kertonut oman taustansa vaikuttaneen 
romaanin syntyyn. Hän on lapsena asunut samankaltaisessa köyhässä lähiössä, kuin 
mitä romaanissa kuvataan. Lisäksi 2000-luvun alussa tapahtunut, mutta edelleen 
brittiläisessä mediassa huomiota herättävä Damilola Taylorin puukotusmurha 
Lontoon köyhässä esikaupungissa on vaikuttanut kirjan syntyyn.  
 
Pigeon English kertoo 11-vuotiaan Ghanasta Lontooseen äitinsä ja sisarensa kanssa 
muuttavan Harrison ”Harri” Opokun tarinan. Perheen isä, isoäiti ja nuorin lapsi eivät 
muuta muiden mukana. Luonnollisesti muutos on todella suuri ja tarinassa Harri 
kuvaa omaa kokemustaan uudesta elinympäristöstään, havaitsemistaan uusista 
tavoista ja erilaisista ihmisistä ja ihmisryhmistä. Paikoittain romaanissa korostetaan 
tiettyyn paikkaan tai yhteisöön kuulumista ja tästä syystä tutkimukseni tarkoituksena 
 
 
on selvittää, miten tunne paikkaan tai yhteisöön kuulumisesta saavutetaan romaanissa. 
Lisäksi tutkin päähenkilön identiteetin performanssia ja erinäisiin romaanissa 
esiintyviin yhteisöihin kuulumisen performanssia.  
 
Työni toisessa luvussa luon tutkimukselle sen teoreettisen lähtökohdan. Tutkimukseni 
keskeisimmät teoreettiset käsitteet ovat performatiivisuus ja tiettyyn paikkaan tai 
yhteisöön kuuluminen. Työn teoriaosuus alkaa romaanin genren määrittelyllä, ja tässä 
osassa työtä väitän, että Pigeon English ei edusta puhtaasti mitään tiettyä genreä, vaan 
sitä voisi tutkia niin esityksenä mustasta brittiläisestä identiteetistä kuin 
multikulttuurisena tekstinä. Tällä tavoin myös teksti itsessään osallistuu tietynlaiseen 
performanssiin. Tämän jälkeen siirryin tarkastelemaan diasporaa, paikkaan ja 
ryhmään kuulumista sekä performatiivisuutta niin yksilön kuin yhteisönkin kannalta, 
koska yksilöt muodostavat yhteisöjä, joihin kuulumista yksilöt performoivat.  
   
Tunne paikkaan tai ryhmään kuulumisesta voi maastamuuton surauksena hankaloitua 
ja yksilön on tällaisessa tapauksessa muutettava tavanomaista toimintaansa, jotta 
tunne kuulumisesta syntyisi. Tämän ymmärtämisessä performatiivisuuden käsitteestä 
voi olla apua. Performatiivisuudella tarkoitetaan yksinkertaisimmillaan sitä, että 
yksilön identiteetti ja sosiaalinen ympäristö jossa identiteettiä todennetaan, luodaan 
performanssissa. Tutkimuksessani olen laajentanut performatiivisuuden koskemaan 
myös paikkaan tai ryhmään kuulumista ja väitänkin, että ryhmään kuuluminen on 




Tutkielmani kolmannessa osiossa sovellan luomaani teoriaa teoksen analyysiin. 
Analyysi on kolmiosainen ja sen kohteina ovat kansakunta, yhteisöt ja identiteetti. 
Kansakunta on tarinassa taka-alalla, mutta se näyttäytyy aktiivisena kansalaisten 
vartijana ja neuvojana. Romaanin päähenkilön mielestä kuitenkin kansalliset yritykset 
ohjata kansalaisia ovat tehottomia. Vaikka kansakuntaan kuuluminen näyttää helpolta, 
useat toisistaan poikkeavat tavat performoida tätä kuulumista tekevät sen 
toteuttamisesta haasteellista.  
 
Romaanissa esitellään useita yhteisöjä joista tähän työhön olen valinnut 
analysoitaviksi perheen, päähenkilön koulutoverit ja kirjassa esiintyvän jengin. 
Kaikilla näillä ryhmillä on omat keinonsa säädellä jäsentensä toimintaa. Perheen 
osalta näyttää siltä, että perheenjäsenten väliset suhteet ovat muuttuneet 
elinympäristön muutoksen myötä. Erityisesti perheen äidin suhde lapsiin on 
muuttunut, koska aiemmin hän on voinut olla enemmän läsnä lastensa jokapäiväisessä 
elämässä, kun taas nyt pitkät työpäivät kätilönä estävät tämän. Muutokset äidin 
roolissa aiheuttavat sekaannusta erityisesti Harrin suhtautumisessa äitiinsä. Toisaalta 
Harrin suhde sisareensa ei näytä kärsineen paljoakaan, vaikka uuden elinympäristön 
mukanaan tuomat paineet vaikuttavatkin sisarussuhteeseen. Perheen osittainen 
sirpaloituminen voidaan lukea metaforaksi laajemman yhteisön sirpaloitumisesta. 
 
Koulutovereiden osalta voidaan sanoa, että tähän ryhmään kuuluminen on helpointa ja 
täydellisintä. Syynä tähän on se, että ryhmän säännöt ovat ennalta kaikkien 
ryhmäläisten tiedossa. Lisäksi se, että säännöt muuttuvat yhteisestä päätöksestä 
vaikuttaa tähän. Jengin osalta on taas todettava, että asioiden laita on päinvastainen. 
 
 
Jengi on sosiaalisesti korkealle arvostettu nuorten keskuudessa, ja lisäksi se näyttää 
toimivan muutoinkin muiden yhteisöjen ulkopuolella, joten sen lainalaisuudet ja 
säännöt ovat ainoastaan jengiläisten päätettävissä. Harri ihailee jengin jäseniä suuresti 
ja pitää sen johtajaa roolimallinaan, mutta aiheuttaa omalla toiminnallaan sen, että 
jengistä tulee hänelle tarinan edetessä yhä suurempi uhka.  
 
Identiteetin analyysi jakaantuu kahteen eri osioon: identiteetti ulkopuolelta annettuna 
ja identiteetti itsenäisesti rakennuttuna. Ulkopuolelta annettujen identiteettien 
(interpellated identity) analyysi paljasti, että paljon riippuu siitä, keneltä identiteetti 
tulee, missä tilanteessa ja mistä syystä. Esimerkiksi jenginjohtajan Harrille antama 
identiteetti ei voi toteutua sellaisenaan, sillä lopulta Harri ei pysty performoimaan sitä 
tarkoitetulla tavalla. Tämän lisäksi Harrin itsenäinen identiteetin rakennustyö, jonka 
perustana on Harrin tuntema kunnioitus romaanissa aiemmin kuollutta vanhempaa 
poikaa kohtaan, on täysin päinvastainen kuin mitä jengi haluaisi. Tästä syystä Harrin 
suhde jengiin muuttuu entistä hankalammaksi ja päättyy lopulta hänen kuolemaansa.  
 
Analyysissa selvisi, että yrityksistään huolimatta Harri ei onnistu luomaan sopivaa 
identiteetin performanssia kuuluakseen uuden elinympäristönsä erinäisiin ryhmiin. 
Erityisesti jengin suhteen on todettava, että koska se on alueen lasten ja nuorten 
keskuudessa sosiaalisesti korkeimmin arvostettu ryhmä, sillä on valta päättää siitä, 
kenen identiteetin performanssi on sopiva ja kenen ei. Tarinan edetessä Harrista tulee 
jengille uhka, joka täytyy poistaa, mikä kertoo siitä, että Harrin identiteetin rakennus 




Tutkielmani viimeisessä luvussa teen lyhyen yhteenvedon tutkielman teoriaosiosta ja 
analyysista ja ehdotan uusia tutkimusnäkökulmia romaanin tutkimiseen. Koska 
Pigeon English on uusi ja vielä vähän tutkittu teos, uusia näkökulmia on useita.      
 
